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Abstract
Thomas, Ingrid A., Ed.D. The University of Memphis. May 2017. Teachers’ Role in
Assisting Principals Improve Student Learning Through Formative Assessment. Major
Professor: Reginald Leon Green, Ed.D.
The different reform initiatives, which ushered in the accountability movement, were authorized
to increase the responsibility of student learning in an effort to close achievement gaps and
improve the education of all students. Thus, assessments have become the driving force for
determining students’ learning outcomes in meeting accountability requirements. Nevertheless,
principals and teachers realized that assessments used only to measure the totality of student
learning are not enough to address the diverse academic needs of all students. They also need
formative assessment. Teachers’ use of formative assessment can assist principals by generating
classroom and team-based data for student achievement that leads to school improvement.
This study had a two-fold purpose. First, the study examined the extent to which
teachers perceived that they employed the five strategies of formative assessment in the
classroom. Secondly, the study examined teachers’ acknowledgement of a school-wide culture
that values formative assessment that could influence their use of this practice in the classroom
and as a team.
Seventy-seven teachers participated in the study. The results revealed that the teachers
did not employ the five strategies of formative assessment with equal frequency. Strategy 2,
engineering discussions, tasks, and activities that will elicit evidence of learning, had a mean of
3.22 and was used most frequently by teachers. Strategy 5, activating students as owners of their
learning, had a mean of 2.72 and was used the least by teachers. Teachers’ personal and
professional characteristics revealed no statistically significant difference in the frequency with
which they use the five strategies of formative assessment in the classroom. Teachers
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acknowledged principals as proponents of using formative assessment. However, the data
indicated that they did not frequently collaborate as a team to create tests to be used formatively
across grade levels and subject areas. The results also revealed positive correlations between
teachers’ acknowledgement of a formative assessment culture and their frequent use of the five
strategies in the classrooms. But, a multiple regression was conducted and indicated that only
strategy 2 had a significant influence on teachers’ perception of a school-wide culture that values
formative assessment.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
For more than 10 years, formative assessment has been at the forefront of our education
system; thus serving as a leading practice to improve student learning (Armstrong & Bennett,
2012). It functions to focus educators’ attention on student achievement, since high-stakes tests
created a culture of being primarily concerned with teacher and school effectiveness based on
student performance (Armstrong & Bennett, 2012). It is defined as “a planned process in which
assessment-elicited evidence of students’ status is used by teachers to adjust their ongoing
instructional procedures or by students to adjust their current learning tactics” (Popham, 2010, p.
138). Heritage (2007) stated that it operates as a method of systematically gathering evidence of
student progress on a consistent basis.
Formative assessment as a process further explains why the word “formative should not
apply to the assessment but to the function that the evidence generated by the assessment
actually serves” (Wiliam 2013, p. 15). Any assessment can operate formatively, and its
formative function should prompt educators to take action in improving teaching and learning
based on the extent of information provided to them (Wiliam & Thompson, 2008). It has been
recognized as a powerful approach in increasing student achievement for over a decade and has
been proven by research to be an effective method teachers use to facilitate students’ progress
(Popham, 2010). For example, Black and Wiliam (1998) conducted a comprehensive review of
several studies on student improvement observed from the practice of formative assessment in
classrooms. They concluded that this form of practice produced more learning gains among
students more than any other educational intervention. They also concluded that formative
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assessment positively affected the learning outcomes of low achievers and caused a reduction in
the various academic levels of students.
Baker and Gordon (2014) advocated the importance of making assessment an integral
part of instruction. An awareness of where students are in the learning process with regard to
grade level standards allows teachers to maximize their instructional time (Broemmel, Jordan, &
Whitsett, 2016). Teachers’ main objective in assessing students is to gather information that
gives insight into the various need levels of students in relation to the skills they are expected to
master (Broemmel et al., 2016). Baker and Gordon (2014) stated that the best instruction
depends on teachers’ knowledge of how students are progressing with the purpose of receiving
concrete information to improve learning. They support the use of formative assessment as the
primary objective for the academic development of students and rationalize its use in the
statement below:
The imperative for a modified approach to assessment is one that focuses on assessment
of the processes of teaching and learning, embedded in instruction and that enables
cognitive development. It is demanded by the rapidly evolving world in which students
were expected to function. In order to succeed in today’s marketplace and indeed, to
have a fully actualized life, students need to develop skills far beyond subject-matter
mastery. (p. 10)
Formative assessment is at the heart of classroom instruction and is considered an
important mechanism whereby modification and adaptation of teaching are done (Clark, 2011).
Since it has been proven to produce positive results in student learning, Wiliam and Leahy
(2015) discussed how it could be embedded in the classroom. They suggested that there are five
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key strategies for implementing the practice of formative assessment, which are summarized in
Table 1.
Table 1
Five Key Strategies of Formative Assessment by Leahy et al. (2005)

Where the learner is going

Where the learner is
now

How to get there

Teachers Clarifying, sharing, and
understanding learning
intentions and criteria for
success

Engineering effective
discussions, tasks,
and activities that
elicit evidence of
learning

Providing feedback
to move learning
forward

Peers

Activating students as learning resources
for one another

Learners

Activating students as owners of their own
learning

Source: Reprinted from Embedding Formative Assessment: Practical Techniques for K-12 (p. 12), by D.
Wiliam and S. Leahy, 2015, West Palm Beach, FL: Learning Science International.

These strategies are guided by three instructional processes; where the learner is going,
where the learner is now and how to get there. They involve three key players; teachers, peers,
and learners (Wiliam, 2011a). Essentially, teachers adopt the position of a facilitator and leader
in embedding formative assessment within the classroom utilizing the key strategies to produce
instructional improvement and learning (Wiliam & Leahy, 2015). A lesson could change course
at any time when there is substantial evidence that informed students’ progress (Wiliam &
Thompson, 2008).
The five formative assessment strategies, which are enacted by different techniques,
assist teachers in making instructional decisions in the classroom daily (Wiliam & Leahy, 2015).
However, in addressing student needs, it is also advantageous for teachers to depend on each
3

other as they share ideas and expertise (Stiggins & DuFour, 2009). Teachers working as a team
with the support of teacher leaders and principals to create common assessments effected
teachers’ instructional decisions across grade levels and subject areas as well (Stiggins &
DuFour, 2009). Common formative assessments that are created by a team of teachers are likely
to occur in professional learning communities (Stiggins & DuFour, 2009). The development of
these assessments is one of the major activities that occur in these communities (Stewart, 2014).
They help to focus teachers’ attention on student learning in the classrooms (Stewart, 2014).
Stiggins and DuFour (2009, p. 641) discussed three formative purposes for teachers creating
common assessments. They are as follow:
1. Team-developed common assessments help identify curricular areas that need
attention because many students are struggling.
2. They help each team member clarify strengths and weaknesses in his or her
teaching and create a forum for teachers to learn from one another.
3. They identify students who aren’t mastering the intended standards and need
timely and systematic intervention.
By collectively creating these assessments, teachers are given an opportunity to reflect on
their teaching strategies and students’ performance in comparison with other students (DuFour,
2004). Reflecting is meant to engage teachers in deliberately questioning and critiquing their
beliefs, practices, or knowledge, so that they can respond to the effects of any educational
matters within the classroom or school (Broemmel et al., 2016). Hence, it is believed that
assessment not only encourages student achievement but, more importantly, restores teachers’
autonomy as leaders of learning in the classroom (Spendlove, 2009).
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Teachers Leading in the Classroom
Teachers, according to Marzano (2006), enhance students’ learning more than any other
school factor under controlled conditions. They have the ability to influence the direction of
student learning by making major instructional decisions based on students’ knowledge
(Knipper, 2003). Nichols (2011) believed that teachers’ position is one of power, influence, and
responsibility. They are able to motivate and energize students by delivering instruction and
presenting information that meet the diverse needs of students (Nichols, 2011). Therefore, their
knowledge of subject matter is important in selecting and providing experiences that make
certain that all students learn (Paige & Witty, 2008). These experiences need to be thoughtfully
planned and produced in an instructional environment that requires teachers to set goals,
engineer activities, and implement and adjust lessons as needed (Carr-Chellman, 2011). Their
instructional planning includes the use of assessment, which is a natural and integral part of
instruction (Broemmel et al., 2015). Through student assessment, teachers are empowered to
make deliberate choices that promote student success (Broemmel et al., 2015). They carefully
examine student work and data to identify any achievement gaps and to determine in what areas
students need the most help (Stewart, 2014). Students’ most critical needs also help educators
learn how to decide which instructional strategies are best suited for content standards (Stewart,
2014). Stewart (2014) stated that this learning corresponds to state initiatives and that it is an
active process whereby teachers benefit from working with other teachers. They understand the
need to take ownership of their professional learning and work collaboratively with their
colleagues in producing positive results within the classroom (Helterbran, 2010). Teacher
collaboration done in a formal setting such as a professional learning community encourages and
supports teachers’ role in developing the curriculum, sharing instructional practices, and using
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assessment (Balyer, Karatas, & Alci, 2015; Spencer, 2016). In addition, teachers within these
communities are encouraged to build collegial relationships and to collectively engage and learn
with the intention of improving instruction and student learning, which is accomplished through
the assistance of teacher leaders (Harion, Goh, & Chua, 2015).
Teacher Leaders
Teacher leaders assist other teachers in their endeavors to help students succeed by
working together to reach attainable goals (Murphy, 2005). They use their leadership skills in an
effort to promote student learning by facilitating a learning community that gives other teachers
an opportunity to grow, to develop professionally, and to participate in inquiry-based learning
(Lai & Cheung, 2015). Danielson (2006) defined teacher leaders as individuals who use a set of
skills in their daily practice to influence not only classroom instruction but also other staff
members within their school. They intend to improve the learning environment by providing
inspiration and support to teachers as they work and learn together (Lai & Cheung, 2015).
Helterbran (2010) discussed two types of teacher leaders in schools: formal teacher leaders who
include grade level chairs, instructional coaches, or facilitators; and informal teacher leaders who
develop and embrace the need for continual professional learning and school innovation
(Helterbran, 2010). However, both formal and informal teacher leader roles cannot completely
emerge without cultural and structural factors present to promote and sustain teacher leadership
within schools (Danielson, 2006).
For example, principals have to set the tone in schools to promote a culture of hard work
and professional inquiry (Danielson, 2006). Principals need to establish and set expectations and
cultivate a climate wherein teachers have expectations for one another (Danielson, 2006). They
promote a sense of teamwork whereby principals are actively involved and are considered part of
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the team (Danielson, 2006). Danielson (2006) also notes that principals must recognize teachers
as professionals who have the authority to participate in effective decision making. For teachers
“to reach the critical mass necessary to impact the school, the principals have to share
leadership” (Helterbran, 2010, p. 366).
Principals as Instructional Leaders
The accountability movement requires principals and teachers to share the responsibility
in meeting school goals (Green, 2009). It has also created a new framework for principals that
outlines their role as instructional leaders and promotes a collective relationship with teachers
(Green, 2009). Principals share their leadership in promoting curriculum, instruction, and
assessment in the schools (Printy, Marks, & Bowers, 2009). They demonstrate an ability to
include teachers in decision making, facilitate the work of staff members, and are participatory
(Thompson, Gregg, & Niska, 2004). Green (2010) identified specific functions for school
leaders that are developed out of a renewed commitment and focus on school improvement:
•

Providing instructional leadership through the establishment, articulation, and
implementation of a vision of learning that is supported by all stakeholders. Creating and
sustaining a community of learners that make student and adult learning the center focus,
and then collaborating for goal attainment.

•

Facilitating the creation of a school culture and climate based on high expectations for
students, faculty, and community stakeholders.

•

Advocating, nurturing, and sustaining a school culture that is conducive to student
learning and staff professional growth.

•

Leading the school improvement process in a manner that address the needs of all
students.
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•

Engaging the community in activities to create shared responsibilities for students and
school success.

•

Utilizing multiple sources of data to assess, identify, and foster instructional
improvement. (Green, 2010, p. 3)
Principals, adopting a new role as instructional leaders, increase the demands for them to

take responsibility for the learning of all students (Graczewski, Holtzman, & Knudson, 2009).
They are expected to lead the staff in maintaining a high level of excellence in promoting student
learning and in influencing the learning environment in a way to support effective instruction
(Nichols, 2011). Teague and Anfara (2012) declared that “the role of leadership is to create
conditions that support continuous professional learning that results in improved classroom
practice” (p. 62). However, if instructional improvement is to become the main objective and the
basis for all activities and school efforts, then a vision of learning must be developed and shared
(Brooks & Normore, 2012). Principals must execute the task of developing a vision that
communicates the potential for all students to achieve (Knoeppel & Rinehart, 2008), whereas
teachers’ understanding of their position, in relation to the vision, are responsible for establishing
a culture where all students can learn (Danielson, 2009). A shared vision influences how
teachers and principals work together in fulfilling the school’s goals (Teague & Anfara, 2012).
It is considered one of the major attributes in developing and sustaining a professional learning
community, which is an approach implemented in schools to promote sustainable change
(Teague & Anfara, 2012). Carpenter (2014) reported that it is through this community that
school leaders work closely with teachers in developing policies and procedures, thus, allowing
teachers to assume leadership roles to impact school improvement.
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Background of the Study
Assessments are important tools that policy makers, educators, and the public depend on
to measure student learning (Goldman & Pellegrino, 2008). They hold the education system
responsible for student progress by keeping teachers and students focused on achieving goals,
therefore providing feedback for instructional improvement (Goldman & Pellegrino, 2008).
However, the current policies and practices relative to testing have influenced how assessment
has governed our education system and has created distance between teachers and students in the
classroom (Clark, 2008). Since state and national tests have been used to rank teacher quality
and student performance, many teachers have been forced to teach to the test due to the pressure
placed on schools to perform (Tanner, 2013). School improvement is education reform’s
primary objective; thus, it is often judged by better scores instead of the representation of those
scores (Earl, 2003). Also, Heritage (2007) indicated that educators recognize that the results of
annual assessments usually do not arrive early enough for instructional planning. As a result,
many administrators and teachers often feel helpless in meeting students’ needs (Pollock, Ford,
& Black, 2012). Students’ test scores have further confirmed what teachers already knew about
their students’ progress (Pollock, Ford, & Black, 2012). Gronlund (1998) stated that if
assessments are not incorporated in the teaching and learning process, then “how can we most
effectively bring about student learning?” (p. 3). Summative assessments such as accountability
tests cannot stand alone in monitoring student progress and providing information for future
learning (Stiggins & Duke, 2008). For this reason, Brookhart (2012) emphasized the importance
of formative assessment in supporting learning and informing teacher practices.
Formative assessment supports and improves instructional practices of teachers
individually and as a team in working toward school improvement (Stiggins & DuFour, 2009).
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It provides educators with immediate feedback on the effectiveness of teaching strategies or
instructional materials that lead to high achievement and improved test scores on standardized
assessments (Sindelar, 2011). At the classroom level, it promotes a shared vision of learning
through collaboration and interaction between teachers and students that help teachers indicate
where students are on the learning spectrum (Berry, 2008; Sindelar, 2011). Wiliam and Leahy
(2015) suggested five key strategies of formative assessment that involve three instructional
processes and three key players: teachers, peers, and learners. They are as follow:
1. Clarifying, sharing, and understanding learning intentions and criteria for success
2. Engineering effective discussions, tasks, and activities that elicit evidence of learning
3. Providing feedback to move learning forward
4. Activating students as learning resources for one another
5. Activating students as owners of their own learning. (Wiliam & Leahy, 2015, p. 11)
They stated that for many years teachers were thought to act alone in facilitating the
learning process. Although teachers are responsible for creating and implementing an
environment that is conducive to learning, students are responsible for being actively involved in
their learning (Black & Wiliam, 2009).

Thus, students and their peers are also made

accountable for improving their learning through the process of executing formative assessment
in the classroom (Wiliam & Thompson 2008). The practice of enacting these strategies through
various techniques is designed for teachers to engage students, gather proof of student
achievement, and make certain that instruction responds to the students’ needs (Wiliam & Leahy,
2015).
At the school level, teachers collectively use their expertise in ensuring that the
instructional decisions made are a result of the information obtain from student data (Stiggins &
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DuFour, 2009). They use common formative assessments, as a team, to receive information that
determines students’ achievement across grade and subject levels (Stiggins & DuFour, 2009).
Every teacher team is actively involved in the continuous process of identifying students’
academic level, establishing goals to improve students’ performance, and checking for evidence
of student progress (DuFour, 2004). Teachers collaboratively examine students’ work and data
not only to improve student learning but also to strengthen teaching practices (Stewart, 2014).
Wiliam and Thompson (2008) suggested that teachers working together in a professional
learning community can serve as a forum to support each other in using the practice of formative
assessment. However, principals play a vital role in developing and supporting teachers’ use of
this practice (Hollingworth, 2012).
Problem Statement
Improving the academic achievement of students has increasingly become a major focus
in the United States (Linn, 2014).

As a result, several education reform movements have been

authorized by the federal government to address student achievement with accountability
measures (Finnigan, 2012). Test-based accountability was first introduced through No Child
Left Behind (NCLB). The initial purpose was to hold states and schools responsible for ensuring
that all students achieved proficiency on state-mandated tests (Barney et al., 2007).
Unfortunately, many students continued to underperform, achievement gaps continued to exist,
and some of our brightest students failed to reach their full potential (Stiggins, 2014). These
results offered evidence that state-mandated tests cannot stand alone in providing teachers with
the information needed to address student learning. (Love, 2009). A number of other
accountability measures such as benchmark or interim assessments must accompany statemandated tests. One form of assessment that has been proven to be effective in increasing
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student achievement is formative assessment (Black & Wiliam, 1998). Black and Wiliam (1998)
conducted a comprehensive study and concluded that teachers who depend on the use of
formative assessment generated considerable learning gains from students ranging from
kindergartners to college students in all subject areas.
Formative assessment is design to elicit evidence of student learning so adjustments to
instruction can be made and feedback can be given to move learning forward (Wiliam & Leahy,
2015). Wiliam and Leahy (2015) suggested five key strategies in implementing formative
assessment in the classroom. These strategies are enacted by various practices that require
teachers to understand how to effectively use them during instruction. Also, Stewart (2014)
discussed teacher collaboration in creating common formative assessments for classrooms across
different grade levels. The process of using these assessments serves to help teachers practice
linking assessments to instruction in addressing students’ needs (Frey & Fisher, 2009).
However, there is not sufficient information in the literature that informs the implementation and
effectiveness of formative assessment strategies in the classrooms. In addition, the literature
does not provide adequate information on the use of formative assessment as a school-wide
practice supported by school leaders. Therefore, there was a need to investigate teachers’ use of
formative assessment strategies in improving student learning and their perception of a schoolwide culture that values the use of formative assessment for school improvement.
Purpose of the Study
There were two rationales for conducting this study. First, an assessment that functions
formatively provides information from the assessment that is fed back within the system for the
purpose of informing the direction of improvement (Wiliam & Thompson, 2008). Secondly, the
framework that relates strategies of formative assessment to the instructional processes is seen
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through the actions of teachers and learners and the context of the classroom. These actions are
evaluated with respect to directing learning toward the intended goal (Wiliam & Thompson,
2008). This study determined teachers’ use of the five formative assessment strategies and if
there were differences in the use of these strategies based on personal and professional
characteristics. In addition, the study also determined teachers’ perception of a school-wide
culture that values formative assessment for the basis of school improvement.
Research Questions
The study was guided by the following research questions:
1. Do teachers use the five formative assessment strategies outlined by Leahy, Lyon,
Thompson, and Wiliam (2005) with equal frequency?
2. Is there a statistically significant difference in the frequency with which teachers use the
aforementioned five strategies of formative assessment by such personal characteristics
as their years of experience and their level of formal education?
3. Is there a statistically significant difference in the frequency with which teachers use the
five formative assessment strategies by such professional characteristics as grade level
taught and subject matter taught?
4. To what extent do teachers acknowledge the presence of a school-wide culture that
values formative assessment for improving learning and increasing institutional
effectiveness?
5. Is there a relationship between teachers’ acknowledgement of such a school-wide culture
and the frequency with which they use the five types of formative assessment?
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Definition of Terms
Accountability measures. The measures that gauge student performance in meeting
accountability standards that focus on student outcomes.
Formative assessment. The process of eliciting evidence of student learning that is
interpreted and used by teachers, learners, and peers so further instructional actions can be
performed to improve learning (Black & Wiliam, 2009).
Formative assessment strategies. Deliberate approaches teachers use to implement the
practice of formative assessment in classrooms.
Formative assessment techniques. Practical techniques teachers use to perform the five
key strategies of formative assessment to engage students in the learning process.
Teachers’ role in assisting principals. School improvement is a shared responsibility of
principals and teachers. They are both held accountable for students reaching high achievement
levels that are often judged by standardized test scores. As principals work to develop a culture
of academic excellence in schools, teachers should operate as team players in promoting student
achievement in their classrooms (Gutek, 2000). They assist principals through the practice of
formative assessment to improve instruction and student learning, which could ultimately lead to
increased standardized test scores.
Teacher leaders. Individuals who use a set of skills in their daily practice to influence
not only classroom instruction but also other staff members within their school (Danielson,
2006).
Principals. Individuals who promote student learning by creating an instructional
environment and ensuring ways teachers can develop professionally through continuous learning
(Volante, 2012).
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Professional learning community. Educators working together in a collaborative
manner to conduct shared inquiry and action research on a consistent basis (DuFour, DuFour, &
Eaker, 2008). It serves as a systematic process of uniting teachers to work as a team in
examining best practices and improving instructional techniques to use in the classroom, which
ultimately lead to increased student achievement (DuFour, 2004).
Student achievement. Students acquiring the skills and knowledge whereby they are
encouraged to actively involve themselves in the learning process as teachers cultivate an
environment that promotes a culture of learning. As a result, they become independent learners
empowered with developed cognitive skills and prepared to successfully participate in society.
Theoretical Framework
Neuman and Simmons (2000) declared that leadership should expand to include everyone
in the entire education community. This community should be encouraged to take collective
ownership of improving student learning through a shared vision that comprises successes and
failure along with accountability for results (Neuman & Simmons, 2000). Therefore, “schools
immersed in an organized setting called a professional learning community use shared leadership
and decision making to bring about school improvement” (Teague & Anfara, 2012, p. 60). A
professional learning community is defined as educators working together in a collaborative
manner to conduct shared inquiry and action research on a consistent basis (DuFour, DuFour, &
Eaker, 2008). It serves as a systematic process of uniting teachers to work as a team in
examining best practices and improving instructional techniques to use in the classroom, which
ultimately lead to increased student achievement (DuFour, 2004). Although the concept of
professional learning community (PLC) has changed over the years, DuFour’s model of PLC
emphasizes the importance of learning for all students (Battersby & Verdi, 2015). In their book

15

Revisiting Professional Learning Communities at Work: New Insights for Improving Schools,
DuFour, DuFour, and Eaker (2009) identified six characteristics a professional learning
community possesses to be effective:
1. A focus on student learning that requires a defined purpose, clear direction, and shared
values and goals.
2. A collaborative culture where teachers are interdependently working together in an
orderly fashion to improve the results of their students, their team, and their school.
3. A collective inquiry into best practices and current reality that allow teachers to examine
best practices for teaching and learning, share and clarify their current practices, and
provide a true assessment of their students’ level of learning.
4. An action-oriented behavior where teachers understand the importance of engagement
and experience and learning in the context of taking action.
5. A commitment to continuous improvement that takes into account that every member of
an organization must pledge to participate in perpetual learning as a daily endeavor.
6. A results-oriented attitude that recognizes teachers’ effort in executing the five previous
practices that must be evaluated based on results not intentions. (pp. 15-17)
DuFour et al. (2008) concluded that these six characteristics have to be evident in all
professional learning communities. The idea is to provide teamwork among professionals in
building professional capacity, transforming the school’s culture, and promoting continuous
adult learning (Spencer, 2016). However, for these communities to actively operate in schools, a
direct emphasis that involves collaborative professional development has to occur on a consistent
basis instead of off-campus workshops and conferences that do not encourage new and improved
ways of teaching (Linder, Post, & Calabrese, 2012).
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Significance of the Study
The results of this study identified if teachers use the five formative assessment strategies
and if there was a statistically significant difference in the use of these strategies based on
personal and professional characteristics. The results of this study also identified teachers’
acknowledgement of a school-wide culture that values formative assessment.
Limitations of the Study
1. All certified teachers did not take part in the study which may have interfered with
having enough representation from certain grade levels and subject areas.
2. Many teachers might not have been knowledgeable on how to implement formative
assessments in their classrooms due to lack of training or professional development in
this area, which might have affected how teachers completed the survey.
Assumptions
It was assumed that teachers understand how to effectively use the various practices in
enacting the five formative assessment strategies to improve teacher practices and student
learning. It was also assumed that teachers’ instructional decisions are influenced by teachers’
collaborative effort to work as a team in developing assessments to address students’ needs
across all grade levels and subject areas. These instructional decisions through the use of
formative assessment that were classroom based and team developed would ultimately assist
principals with school improvement.
Organization of the Study
The study is organized into five chapters. Chapter 1 is the introductory chapter that
provides the framework for the remaining chapters. It contains the introduction, background of
the study, problem statement, purpose statement, research questions, significance of the study,
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limitations of the study, assumptions, and definition of terms. Chapter 2 contains a review of
relevant literature. Chapter 3 explains the methodology; it contains information about the
research process that was used to conduct the study. Chapter 4 contains the results and describes
the findings. Last, Chapter 5 contains a discussion of the findings, conclusions, and
recommendations for further study.
Summary
School leaders are in a position to influence the culture of a school in that the vision and
purpose shared with teachers encourage teamwork to ensure continuous improvement in
promoting a positive school culture (Carpenter, 2014). This shared leadership is important in
building and maintaining professional learning communities where the activity of interpreting
data from formative assessments are used to improve student learning (DuFour, 2004).
According to Stiggins and DuFour (2009):
Teachers and schools use formative assessment to identify student understanding, clarify
what came next in their learning, trigger and became part of an effective system of
intervention for struggling students, inform and improve the instructional practice of
individual teachers or teams, help students track their own progress toward attainment of
standards, motivate students by building confidence in themselves as learners, fuel
continuous improvement processes across faculties, and, thus drive a school’s
transformation. (p. 640)
Educators can no longer use assessment only for the purpose of determining students’
learning outcomes (Green, 2009). Formative assessment and the teaching process are linked
together in that neither should be used separately (Heritage, 2007). Thus, formative assessment
is necessary in producing instructional change that encourages improved learning (Green, 2009).
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It also supports assessment as an integral part of the teaching and learning process and plays a
major role in the instructional program (Gronlund, 1998).
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Chapter 2
Literature Review
Introduction
Skills needed in today’s job market. The US economists predicted that the nation will
experience a major increase in jobs (estimated to go from 143.1 million to more than 163.5
million by 2020) (Lockward & Wolf, 2012). The major changes in the labor force require
individuals to have earned some level of postsecondary education (Lockward & Wolf, 2012).
Fusaelli and Schoen (2008) noted that, since global markets are developing rapidly, business and
industry leaders need the types of knowledge to meet the demands of a growing society. They
describe this knowledge as understanding systems thinking and solving complex problems along
with other important skills such as creativity and resolving conflict. Hung (2008) added that
“systems thinking is an essential cognitive skill that enables individuals to develop an integrative
understanding of a given subject at the conceptual and systemic level” (p. 1099). It enables them
to view the whole while knowing that there are repeated forms, different variations, and
congruencies (Earl, 2003). Problem solving, on the other hand, involves a level of thinking that
looks at the range of information, identifies patterns, and develops a solution (National Research
Council, 2010).
Hezlett and Kuncel (2010) presented information from several research studies that
discussed how standardized tests that measure cognitive ability are associated with academic and
job performance. They concluded that, although some research has indicated that testing one’s
cognitive ability is not the only predictor of academic and job performance, there is strong
evidence that it is the most robust and reliable prediction of these skills. The National Research
Council (2010) communicated on the importance of individuals possessing other abilities as
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well: collaboration, communication with persons from diverse backgrounds, ability to adapt to a
changing work environment, management of one’s work duties, and development of new skills
(National Research Council, 2010). Cognitive and affective skills along with labor skills and
productivity are also needed to help stabilize our democracy (National Research Council, 2010).
People with these talents enable high-paying jobs and business investments to remain in our
country (Bennett & Gitomer, 2009).
In addition, the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (2013)
declared that literacy and numeracy skills are critical qualities that help individuals communicate
and share knowledge. Unfortunately, in today’s job market, too many individuals lack
competence in these areas (Peterson, Woessman, Hanushek, & Lastra-Anandon, 2011). For
example, Desa, Mellard and Woods (2012) discussed the low literacy and numeracy
competences of students who entered the Job Corp’s Career and Technical education. They
stated that instructors of this institute accommodated these students’ deficiencies by giving them
hands-on training or teaching them tricks of the trade without addressing their weaknesses in
reading and math. Ultimately, this approach did not help students cognitively and contributed to
their inability to pass specialized exams for initial employment (Desa et al., 2012).
Adults’ lack of preparedness for the job market. Individuals’ lack of preparation to
compete in the workforce influences the country’s productivity and causes a decline in the
economy (Miller & Slocombe, 2012). Because nearly every workplace requires some level of
reading ability, an illiterate individual has limited to no options for employment (Sze, 2010).
The (Program for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIACC), a program
designed to study the cognitive skills and life experience of adults, assesses adults’ thinking and
work-related skills that are important for them to participate in today’s global economy and
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society (Finnegan, Goodman, Hogan, Krenzke, & Mohadjer, 2013). The program conducted a
2011-2012 study that showed the percentages of adults who earned high proficiency in literacy,
numeracy, and problem-solving on the PIAAC assessment (Finnegan et al., 2013). The
percentages, which were taken from a representative sample of 5,000 people, concluded that only
12% of adults between the ages of 16 and 75 scored high proficiency in literacy, only 9% scored
high proficiency in numeracy, and only 6% scored high proficiency in problem-solving
(Finnegan et al., 2013). Whereas a small percentage of adults scored a high proficiency, a
greater percentage of US adults scored a low proficiency in these same subjects (U.S.
Department of Education, 2012). For example, 18% scored below level one or level one
proficiency on the literacy scale, which was slightly below the international average; 30% scored
below level one or level one proficiency on the numeracy scale, which was below the
international average; and 61% scored below level one or level one proficiency on the problemsolving scale, which was slightly below the international average (U.S. Department of Education,
2012). The PIAAC results confirmed that these individuals lacked adequate skills to perform
various tasks such as “engaging with text, working with numbers, and solving problems in a
digital environment” (U. S. Department of Education, 2012, p. 2). PIAAC provided a more
detailed example of their limited ability. For example:
•

2 out of 10 adults in the United States were unlikely to find the name of a particular
congressperson within a summary information sheet that lists the congressional district,
the name of the district’s representative, and the representative’s date and place of birth.

•

6 out of 10 adults in the United States were unlikely to be able to add the total amount
payable for shoes on sale for buy one pair, get a second pair of equal or lesser value for
half price, given the price for each pair.
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•

3 out of 10 adults in the United States were likely to have difficulty sorting through emails and organizing them into folders. (U.S. Department of Education, 2012, p. 2)
While these facts remain dismal and prevalent among adults in the United States,

America still had the highest proportion of high school graduates, in comparison with other
countries (Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, 2013). In the United
States, 91% of adults between the ages of 25 and 29 had an earned a high school diploma, and
many of them had received some level of postsecondary education (Kena et al., 2015;
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, 2013).

However, a significant

number of adults had not sufficiently mastered the necessary skills that would contribute to their
success (Hochschild & Scovronick, 2004). It was confirmed to some degree that adults’ low
competence in reading and math may be the result of the lack of knowledge that they received
during their school-age years (Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, 2013).
This information was evident in what Anthony, Baker, Barile, Donohue, Henrich, and Weaver
(2012) noted concerning the number of American students who continued to lag behind students
from other industrialized countries in those major core subjects.
American students lack preparedness for college work. The Organization for
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) reported on the performance of American 15year-old students which showed that 29 education systems in other countries scored higher than
did the United States in mathematics, 22 scored higher in science literacy, and 19 scored higher
in reading literacy (Kena et al., 2015). Jaeger and Venezia (2013) also reported from the
National Assessment of Education Program (NAEP) that 75% of US high school seniors scored
below proficiency in reading, and 65% scored below proficiency in mathematics. Unfortunately,
the number of students scoring below proficiency was not significantly different in 2009 (Jaeger
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& Venezia, 2013). Furthermore, the NAEP, which presented students’ performance and
achievement level, indicated that students who transitioned from high school to college were not
ready to meet the academic challenges (Jaeger & Venezia, 2013). Thus, many US colleges
accepted many students ill-prepared to do college material, and colleges addressed this issue by
requiring them to take remedial courses. (Barrat & Osterholt, 2012; Bettinger, Boatman, & Long,
2013).
The results that detailed students and adults’ skill deficiencies heightened America’s
awareness not only for the current generation but also for future generations in their need for
them to be better prepared in our society (U.S. Department of Education, 2012). Schlechty
(2009) emphatically declared that American schools are losing their competitiveness by not
providing a good quality education. Americans are concerned that our schools continue to
insufficiently foster economic growth and equality and not adequately produce productive
citizens who can thrive in this democracy (Rhodes, 2012). Rhodes (2012) stated that these
educational issues and concerns are constantly being voiced, thus pushing a need to improve our
schools.
Purpose of public schools. Public education has been in a constant struggle to
strengthen its systems and to produce well-educated adults to compete in this economy (Futrell,
1999). The education system is a critical avenue in maintaining the economic and political
power of our nation (Futrell, 1999). Schools are viewed as the primary learning institutions
whereby procedures for equality and advancement are communicated in state and federal
legislation to provide students with access to a good education (Knoeppel & Reinhart, 2008).
The activities that take place in American schools and classrooms should not be overlooked
because of their vital interest to our society (Hunt, 2009). Recently, their responsibility for
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educating our students has increased, and they are required to show how instructional programs
produce effective learning for all (Earl, Lai, & Schildkamp, 2013). Phillip Schelechty, who
wrote, Leading for Learning: How to Transform Schools into Learning Organizations,
discussed several functions of a school:
•

Providing students with experiences that promote intellectual and moral development and
supporting the transmission of culture

•

Ensuring that nearly all students meet the performance standards set for them by those
who make and enforce policy related to schools and schooling

•

Supporting and assisting in the distribution of talent as that talent is represented in the
graduates of the school

•

Satisfying custodial needs by providing students a place to be and a time to be there
under safe conditions

•

Ensuring discipline and order. (Schlechty, 2009, p. 61)
The schools are designed to make sure that quality instruction for all students is equitable

and accessible (Schlechty, 2009). Consequently, the increased demands placed on schools are
made with the intention of ensuring that all our children reach a universal level of competence
(Baker & Gordon, 2014). Thus, the impetus behind educational accountability is the need for
public education to prepare students for upward mobility and the challenges that await them
ahead (Bennett & Gitomer, 2009).
Accountability for schools. In the United States, accountability has become the basis for
school improvement (Hutt, Labaree, Meyer, & Trohler, 2014). Hammond and Synder (2015)
deemed it as the necessary approach schools must take to provide students with a quality
education, to eliminate any discriminatory practices, and to fix problems. In 1965,
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accountability systems were first introduced under the Elementary and Secondary Education Act
(Brown & Hunter, 2006). It was enacted to support and help school districts provide services
and programs for poor and low-performing students (Leather & Marion, 2015). Conversely,
Dee, Jacob, and Schwartz (2013) noted that it was not until the 1990s that state-level
accountability systems were mandated, causing schools to handle increased government policies
affecting the learning of all students. Also, in the 1990s and 2000s, education reformers
successfully brought to the forefront the discussion of how important it is that all students,
regardless of the communities they live in, have equal access and an opportunity to a good
education (Butler, 2014). For this reason, Butler (2014) discussed three core ideas that were
created in an effort to promote education: a) all students were taught per common instructional
standards, b) students were tested throughout their academic career on their mastery of these
standards, and c) educators and schools were held accountable for the results of students on these
standards (Butler, 2014, p. 598). These three core ideas provided the foundation for the different
education reform movements over time, particularly the ones that exist today, No Child Left
Behind and Race to the Top (Butler, 2014).
Education Reform Movements
No Child Left Behind Initiative. The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), which was
enacted in 2002, spurred in a new era of accountability. Its focus was not only on the overall
achievement of students but specifically on implemented policies that would improve the
academic status of minority students, students from low socio-economic backgrounds, students
with limited English proficiency, and students with disabilities (Gamoran, 2007; Rhodes, 2012).
Basically, an important accountability feature of NCLB is for states and schools to increase their
responsibility for students’ achievement levels and to work toward closing the achievement gap
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among high and low performing students (Brown & Hunter, 2006). Rhodes (2012) specified that
this law is to increase the involvement of the federal government in education by ensuring that
the states have the resources and flexibility to enforce these policies. He furthered explained that
the states are required to implement standards and develop assessments that would gauged
students’ academic growth against those standards. Stecher, Steinberg, and Vernez (2010)
provided a detailed account of the following requirements mandated by NCLB. These
requirements are
1

Set academic standards for reading, mathematics, and science.

2

Develop and implement an elaborate accountability system to measure performance
against these standards.

3

Test all student performance from grade 3 and up in reading, mathematics, and
beginning in the 2007-2008 school year, science.

4

Set “highly qualified” teacher requirements for both elementary and secondary
teachers

5

Provide detailed school and district performance reports to parents and the public,
including the separate reporting of student performance by race and ethnicity and for
students with disabilities and students with limited English proficiency (LEP).

6

Provide school choice to parents of students in schools that do not meet increasing
proficiency standards. (Stecher et al., 2010, pp. 1-2)

The frustration over American’s education and its persistent problems were expressed by
the liberals and conservatives as they came together in bipartisanship in hopes that the NCLB
would resolve these educational issues and challenges (Paige, 2006).

Gamoran (2007)

proposed that America’s anticipation of strengthening students’ achievement by holding schools
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accountable and increasing the opportunity for low socioeconomic students to excel was
expected through the NCLB’s approach. Therefore, NCLB’s enactment was the federal
government’s concerted effort in setting ambitious goals to ensure that every child earns
proficiency in both reading and math by the 2013-2014 school year (Stecher, et al., 2010).
Race to The Top Initiative. This commitment to student learning and the goals set to
make sure that every student experiences success by ensuring that the states and schools remain
accountable was continued under Obama’s administration (Rhodes, 2012). Obama declared:
The goal for America’s educational system is clear: Every student should graduate from
high school ready for college and a career. Every student should have meaningful
opportunities to choose from upon graduation from high school. But while all states had
developed and implemented standards as required under the Elementary and Secondary
Act (ESEA), in many cases these standards do not reflect the knowledge and skills
needed for success after high school, either in further education or in a job. Four of every
10 new college students, including half of those at 2-year institutions, take remedial
courses, and many employers comment on the inadequate preparation of high school
graduates. And while states have developed assessments aligned with their standards, in
many cases these assessments do not adequately measure student growth or the
knowledge and skills that students need, nor do they provide timely, useful information to
teachers. We must follow the lead of the nation’s governors and challenge students with
state-developed, college- and career-ready standards, and more accurately measure what
they are learning with better assessments. We must reward the success of schools that are
making significant progress, ask for dramatic change in the lowest-performing schools,
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and address persistent gaps in student academic achievement and graduation rates.
(United States, 2010, p. 7)
Obama proposed to allow the continuation of the federal government’s involvement in
using ESEA assistance to support standards-based reform (Rhodes, 2012).

Rhodes (2012)

asserted that the Race to the Top initiative introduced by Obama was designed to cause states to
implement new education reforms. These new education reforms included college and career
readiness standards and standards that focused on turning around low performing schools
(United States, 2011). The improvement status of high-need schools and educational
achievements of students have become top priority for policymakers (Kolbe & Rice, 2012).
Their willingness to invest in state and local public schools was an effort to improve the school
leaders’ and teachers’ ability to perform under the new guidelines for education reform (Kolbe &
Rice, 2012).
Race to the Top, known as State Incentive Grants in American Recovery and
Reinvestment Act of 2009, became the centerpiece in the federal government’s attempt to
provide incentives instead of sanctions to states to implement education reform in many areas of
K-12 education (United States, 2011). The U.S. Department of Education (2012) understood
that educational change that would generate constant and long-term improvement in schools
would not happen in a short time span. This competitive grant program was designated to
provide the financial support to create conditions for improvement in student outcomes,
increased graduation rates, and college and career readiness (U.S. Department of Education,
2012). As a result, Race to the Top grants were awarded to states totaling over $3.9 billion for
improvement of four areas: (a) developing effective teachers and leaders, (b) improving the
lowest-achieving schools, (c) expanding student data systems, and (d) enhancing standards and
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assessments (United States, 2011, p. 6). The states jointly decided to use the majority of the
grant funds in the areas deemed most necessary for student achievement (United States, 2011).
For example, a total of $654.1 million dollars was devoted to improving the performance of
leaders and teachers, a total of $478.5 million was dedicated to helping poor performing schools
excel, and the remaining funds were used to improve other areas in K-12 education (United
States, 2011).
Common Core State Standards Initiative. Increasing student achievement has
captured the attention of the United States and has become a major focus for this country (Linn,
2014). One of President Obama’s goals was for America once again to be the leading nation in
producing college graduates by 2020 (United States, 2010). Consequently, his proposition in
raising the expectation level for students and ensuring that they are ready for college and a career
was for states “to adopt common college- and career-ready standards” (Lee, 2011, p. 42).
Butler (2014) specified that the uniformity of standards across the nation, measures of student
growth, and the concentration on student outcomes as means of holding schools accountable
provided the basis for the educational reform movement to develop Common Core Standards.
The National Governors Association and the Council of Chief State School Officers partnered in
establishing Common Core standards for English language arts and mathematics (McLaughlin &
Overturf, 2013). They were developed to address the needs of students to acquire the skills
necessary for success in postsecondary education and careers (Kendall, 2011). Since they are
considered one of the major achievements for American education reform, they are likely to
make a significant impact on students’ academic performance (Linn, 2014).
Common Core Standards are in position to change the educational route for the states by
replacing old standards, modifying assessment measures and accountability, and giving new and
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improved structure to K-12 instruction (Hess & McShane, 2014). Since, under NCLB,
America’s education system gave states and the local community flexibility and control,
variations in academic rigor among states became a problem (Sindelar, 2011). For example,
many states chose to lower proficiency levels, which led state leaders, national education
organizations, and private charities to take action in forming shared academic standards across
the nation (Hess & McShane, 2014). Gene Wilhoit, Executive Director of the Council of Chief
State School Officers, argued that states benefitted from collectively ensuring that high academic
standards are taught to all students (Improving Our Competitiveness, 2009). Furthermore, he
stated that these standards are formulated based on four principles:
1 The design of these common standards to be higher, clearer, fewer.
2 These standards are internationally benchmarked.
3 Standards development process is being driven by evidence and research because past
standards were based on personal judgment.
4 The alignment of the common standards with college and work expectations. (Improving
Our Competitiveness, 2009, p. 27)
Currently, the adoption of these standards has set the educational trajectory for more than
90% of the states that have implemented them in their curriculum (McLaughlin & Overturf,
2013).
Reform Movements’ Influence on Assessments
No Child Left Behind, Race to the Top, and Common Core standards were the three
initiatives that influenced the education system to reevaluate students’ learning outcomes
through assessments (Randall, 2013). For example, the No Child Left Behind Act led in testbased accountability as the principal model of education reform (Carlson, Borman, & Robinson,
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2011). This law emphasized standardized testing as the means of holding states responsible for
student achievement by requiring the participation of all students in grades 3 through 8 to be
tested annually to determine proficiency (Baker & Gordon, 2014; Kavanaugh & Russell, 2011).
Kavanaugh and Russell (2011) stated that the data received from these tests informed
administrators and policymakers in making high-stakes decisions concerning the quality of
education in schools, graduation, and student retention. Race to the Top Assessment Program
encouraged educational testing by providing the states with $350 million to support their efforts
in developing assessments to be used for assessing students’ learning and evaluating teachers,
principals, and school quality (Kavanaugh & Russell, 2011). Then, the emergence of states and
Common Core standards, through Race to the Top, occurred also expecting the use of assessment
data for the benefit of knowing students’ achievement level, whether standards were being met,
and if teachers and administrators were fulfilling their responsibilities (Sindelar, 2011). As a
result, the role of educators, in particular school leaders, was increasingly reexamined in regard
to teaching and learning often judged by test scores (Murphy, 1991).
Reform Movements’ Influence on Educators’ Role
Principals’ role in instructional leadership. Since there have been numerous reform
movements and initiatives geared toward improving American Education, the role of school
leaders has repeatedly been redefined (Green, 2010). Traditionally, their role focused primarily
on performing managerial duties, which included maintaining, coordinating, and controlling
organizational activities (Green, 2010). However, in the 1970s and 1980s, a boost for effective
schools caused a redirection for school leaders to be actively engaged in the instructional
component of the schools (Hallinger, 1992). The effective schools’ initiative, which was
developed from A Nation at Risk, placed school administration as the central focus (Gutek,
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2000). In addition to making sure that principals led in instruction and curriculum, the
movement determined that it also (a) ensured that administrators and teachers encourage
academic excellence, (b) teachers operated as team players in promoting student achievement,
and (c) the execution of policy guidelines was handled in an orderly fashion (Gutek, 2000).
Consequently, the changes developed the concept of instructional leadership, which gained the
attention of many educational administrators and scholars and became a focal point for research
in school improvement (Castle & Mitchell, 2005; May & Supovitz, 2011). School leaders’ role,
under new requirements and mandates, was shifted to include both an administrative and
instructional leader (Virgilio & Virgilio, 1984).
Currently, since the beginning of the No Child Left Behind Act, their role as instructional
leaders has taken a prominent position (Finkel, 2012). The need for this type of leadership has
increased the demands for them to take responsibility for the learning of all students (Graczewski
et al., 2009). Even though principals who give attention and commitment to organizational
goals and changes are important for student success, they are not sufficient to maximize
students’ academic growth (Bickmore & Dowell, 2014). Thus, instructional leadership has
become a top priority (Green, 2009).
The new standards and accountability movement, which brought a renewed commitment
and focus on school improvement, constructed a definition to fit the new expectations of 21st
Century school leaders (Green, 2009). For example, Leithwood and Louis (2012) claimed that,
although there continues to be a debate over what constitutes instructional leadership, it is
believed that a school leader needs to implement the basic principles of instruction and have the
expertise of the curriculum to ensure that all learners are achieving. Volante (2012) defined
these leaders as taking the necessary actions to enhance student learning within the school
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environment. Semadeni (2009) noted that they should not only focus on establishing ways of
promoting student achievement, but they should build a positive school culture and ensure
quality professional development for their staff. Green (2009), along with his associates,
formulated a definition based on the professional experiences of numerous school leaders that
defined them as “instructional leaders who have developed a vision of high standards of learning
and effective communication skills” (p. 198). He also believed that they have been assigned the
task of placing greater emphasis on teaching and learning by establishing and supporting a
collaborative school culture (Green, 2010). Green (2010) identified specific functions that
created a framework for instructional leaders.
They are as follows:
•

Providing instructional leadership through the establishment, articulation, and
implementation of a vision of learning that is supported by all stakeholders.

•

Creating and sustaining a community of learners that make student and adult learning the
center focus, and then collaborating for goal attainment.

•

Facilitating the creation of a school culture and climate based on high expectations for
students, faculty, and community stakeholders.

•

Advocating, nurturing, and sustaining a school culture that was conducive to student
learning and staff professional growth.

•

Leading the school improvement process in a manner that address the needs of all
students.

•

Engaging the community in activities to create shared responsibilities for students and
school success.
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•

Utilizing multiple sources of data to assess, identify, and foster instructional
improvement. (Green, 2010, p. 3)
It is important for these leaders to demonstrate competence in executing and performing

these daily practices and have the leadership knowledge, skills, and dispositions to promote the
continuous efforts of educational improvement (Bauer & Brazer, 2013; O’Doherty & Ovando,
2013).
Principals embracing a new focus on teaching and learning for school improvement are
not to work alone (Green, 2009). Teachers’ assistance is necessary in helping to promote student
learning (Green, 2009). Their connection to the school organization in fulfilling its vision gives
them a sense of accountability for student achievement that creates a shared commitment
(Andrew & Lewis, 2007). For this reason, accountability is a joint effort between the principals
and the teachers within the schools (Suber, 2012).
Principals and teachers working together to promote student success. The expertise
of educators led us toward a progressive and upward mobile society that required that both
school leaders and teachers to make decisions that positively affected the learning outcomes of
students (Earl et al., 2013; Sze, 2010). Their energy and fulfillment of obligations provide all
students the opportunities to succeed through the direction of the school (Bates & Burgess,
2009). Principals have the duty of leading the staff in maintaining a high level of excellence,
whereas teachers take responsibility for providing the necessary guidance and completing the
appropriate actions to lead students in the learning process (Nichols, 2011). Teachers are
encouraged to take advantage of opportunities to inquire and examine proven techniques or
instructional strategies that promote high levels of achievement (Green, 2009). Leithwood and
Louis (2012) believed that principals’ support of teachers is a valuable asset in the school
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community, thus rating the influence of teachers’ classroom instruction on student learning
greater than principal leadership. They stated, “We emphasized the importance of classroom
practice as the direct cause of increased student learning because there is little evidence, from
either survey or qualitative research, that principal leadership has a direct effect apart from
changes in teacher practice” (Leithwood & Louis, 2012, p. 26).
Teachers’ role in instructional leadership. Teachers’ position is one of power,
influence, and responsibility (Nichols, 2011). The stresses from society to have a significant
impact and improvement on students’ learning rest on teachers’ ability to give them the
experiences needed to promote school success (McLaughlin & Talbert, 2006). Since teachers
are able to enhance students’ learning more than any other school factor under controlled
conditions, their knowledge, energy, and will to improve teaching and learning are the most
compelling force in our schools (Marzano, 2006; McEwan, 2003). For instance, an exemplary
instructional program could not be effectively implemented without the dedication and
commitment of the teachers (Danielson, 2006). Their leadership roles in the classroom have an
impact on students’ performance, and they are in position to help ensure that all students reach
challenging standards (Rothman, 2009). It is because of their knowledge and discernibility that
they can directly influenced the classroom environment (McEwan, 2003). They influence the
direction of student learning by making major instructional decisions based on students’
knowledge (Knipper, 2003). In the article, “Using Instructional Strategies to Enhance Student
Achievement”, Thomas and Green (2015) researched this notion of teacher leadership and found
that it played a major role in cognitively grooming students to be productive citizens. “Teaching
as an act of leadership required an understanding of one’s role, a commitment to empower all
learners, the skills of facilitation, and the willingness to inquire about and reflect on one’s own
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learning” (Colley, Dietz, Kent, Lambert, & Richert, 1997, p. 104). Through daily interaction,
teachers accept the responsibility as individuals who take methodical steps in addressing the
needs of all students, which include examining the situation, recognizing the problem, and
providing a solution (Thomas & Green, 2015). They help learners benefit from instruction that
keep them actively engage with instructional strategies that produce desired results when
teachers are creative and seek to adapt subject matter to students’ needs (Kendall, 2011).
Nichols (2011) further stated that teachers lead students within the classroom to assist them in
defining and achieving their goals while functioning in an environment that involves purposes,
values, and faith. He said that, regardless of the approach the teacher takes to deliver instruction,
he or she still operates as the instructional leader of the classroom. For this reason, it is expected
that teachers have the ability to prepare students to obtain academic success by maintaining high
quality standards and fostering an enriched learning environment (Hunt, 2009). It helps develop
a basic understanding on what it means for teachers to collectively achieve excellence in the
classroom (Andrews & Lewis, 2007). A noble educator expressed her sentiment for student
learning below:
I, along with my colleagues, have the most challenging and most demanding profession
on the planet. No matter what obstacles confront us, we know in our hearts that we must
help every one of our students to achieve his or her potential. (Stone & Cuper, 2006, p.
141)
Professional Learning Communities
Teachers working as team members. Wood and Whitford (2010) noted that many
people agree that the quality of students’ learning experiences is a direct reflection of the quality
of teachers. Hence, they argued that the need for even the best teachers to stay current on
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educational trends and best practices are through ongoing professional learning. Continual
learning for teachers enhances their teaching skills and gives them an opportunity to depend on
each other for instructional support (Hargreaves, 2013). The development of interdependence
among them, in which they jointly take responsibility for student achievement, is supported in an
organized setting (Hargreaves, 2013). DuFour et al. (2008) called this setting a professional
learning community. A professional learning community is defined as educators collaboratively
working together to conduct shared inquiry and action research on a consistent basis (DuFour et
al., 2008). This community promotes the diversity of knowledge and expertise that are provided
through the interaction and discussions of teachers (Marsh, Bertrand, & Huguet, 2015).
Spencer (2016) believed that collaboration within schools is highly encouraged so that teachers
can collectively participate in developing the curriculum, share instructional practices, and use
assessment tools. Teachers working together in a learning community assist in promoting school
improvement (Balyer et al., 2015). Their endeavor to execute teamwork, according to Murphy
(2005), is not only strengthened by principals but also by teacher leaders.
Teacher leaders assist in professional learning communities. Teachers in professional
learning communities are given the authority to develop the agenda and guide the work for
students’ achievement (Spencer, 2016). Stewart (2014) researched and reported that the success
of professional learning communities consists of teachers who have the autonomy to choose
learning objectives and the training to collaborate. Although teachers’ autonomy is not fully
enacted without the encouragement and support of principals, many of these communities need
the direct influence of teacher leaders to improve instructional practices and to take
responsibility of student learning (Hairon et al., 2015; Supovitz & Christman, 2005). Primarily,
the accountability movement has shaped the educational landscape of teacher leaders’ role,
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which has evolved to focus on teaching practices and improved student learning (Mangin, 2007).
Teacher leaders assist other teachers in their endeavors to help students succeed by working to
reach attainable goals (Murphy, 2005). Muijs and Harris (2003) discussed four dimensions of
teacher leaders for school improvement:
1 Ensuring that meaningful development among teachers are maximized.
2 Embracing a participative leadership where all teachers feel part of the change or
development and have a sense of ownership.
3 Operating as mediators for school improvement by being important sources of expertise
and information.
4 Forging close relationships with individual teachers through which mutual learning takes
place. (Muijs & Harris, 2003, p. 439)
This leadership is expressed through coaching and facilitating teamwork, as teachers
share ideas and ask questions, thus promoting a deep level of learning (DuFour, 2004; Murphy,
2005). Teacher leadership is ideal for working in professional learning communities to help
build collegial relations within school (Hairon et al., 2015). However, school leaders play a
pivotal role in establishing and maintaining these communities (Balyer et al., 2015; Supovitz &
Christman, 2005). Their leadership influence determines if teachers’ collaboration and
participation in this process have the potential to thrive (Spencer, 2016).
Principals’ role in supporting professional learning communities. Professional
learning communities need the direction and support from school leaders to build sustainable
communities (Teague & Anfara, 2012). Their role is critical in developing professional learning
communities, which are noted as valuable tools for school success (Balyer et al., 2015). Leonard
and Leonard (1999) found that the traditional professional development format does not
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acknowledge teachers’ ability to share learning, thus disregarding their potential to engage in
respectful dialogue concerning instruction. Principals, as instructional leaders, are in position to
support collaboration among teachers in strengthening their teaching skills (Balyer et al., 2015;
Humada-Ludeke, 2013). They demonstrate communal leadership in creating a positive culture
for teamwork with a shared purpose that links the activities of collaboration, collective learning,
and continuous improvement (Carpenter, 2014). They adopt a collaborative role in allowing
teachers to present ideas for work and to influence its direction (Spencer, 2016).
In building teachers’ capacity, principals need to execute the following tasks: a)
communicating explicit expectations, b) assisting in developing teachers’ capacity to improve
student learning, and c) monitoring and reviewing the process (Teague & Anfara, 2012). They
need to exhibit honesty, trust, and openness in entrusting teachers to execute leadership tasks
(Carpenter, 2014). This enriched environment allows teachers to feel empowered to lead and
develop in professional learning communities. Teague and Anfara (2012) declared, “Schools
immersed in the professional learning community concept used shared leadership and decision
making to bring about school improvement” (p. 60).
Professional learning communities at work. Professional learning communities have
the potential to thrive and flourish when everyone invest the time to do the work. DuFour (2004)
argued that it is important for every teacher team to participate in a continual progress of
identifying student’s current level, setting and establishing goals, demonstrating group effort in
achieving those goals, and showing evidence of academic growth. This cycle of continuous
improvement through collaborative inquiry involves a level of engagement among teachers and
participation in learning activities (Balyer et al., 2015; Nelson, Deuel, Slavit, & Kennedy, 2010).
It is necessary that these activities promote continuous learning instituted throughout the culture
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of the school and that data are used to inform and focus them on student work (Stewart, 2014).
Stewart (2014) discussed the activities that occur in a professional learning environment that
give teachers direction and purpose in improving student learning within the classroom. These
activities include
•

Focusing work on how students learn, so learning is linked to teaching practice

•

Requiring teachers to actively learn together and from each other

•

Making sure that their learning is compatible with both state initiatives and each teacher’s
belief system to ensure that it is relevant

•

Taking time to thoroughly investigate, test, and improve upon the activities

•

Collaborating with teachers from the same school or same grade level. (Stewart, 2014, p.
30)
Teachers are also given the opportunity to bring their classroom experiences to the

community for assistance and advice with classroom instruction (Spencer, 2016). Their
collaboration allows for ongoing reflection and examination of their teaching and instructional
strategies as they plan, assess, and revise accordingly (Supovitz & Christman, 2005). These
groups assist on adjusting familiar approaches to lesson design that teachers might find difficult
to do because of their years of practice and personal beliefs about educational values (Spencer,
2016). However, in maintaining the vision of learning, three important questions help steer the
direction of a professional learning community:
1. What do we want each student to learn?
2. How will we know when each student has learned it?
3. How will we respond when a student experiences difficulty in learning? (DuFour, 2004,
p. 1)
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These questions are important as teachers create their lesson designs (Wiliam & Leahy,
2015). In a traditional school setting, DuFour (2004) observed that the school often left the
answer to these questions to teachers, especially the third question, in addressing the needs of
struggling students. Nevertheless, schools as professional learning communities, understand the
value of working collaboratively and are committed to addressing students’ needs by designing
strategies to ensure support (DuFour, 2004).
Instructional Strategies and Program Design
Since teachers have been exposed to the best and most recent findings concerning
instructional procedures, they are likely to use the information to help develop their instructional
plans (Popham, 2010). However, Hunt (2009) contended that choosing the instructional strategy
to meet the needs of students at the appropriate time so that they reach the teachers’ desired
outcomes is challenging. For example, Hargreaves (2003) noted that teachers no longer teach in
ways they want or are familiar to them. He said that teachers are dedicated to promoting
standards-based learning in which all students are given the opportunity to develop cognitive
learning, communication, and problem-solving skills. Standards-based reform is designed to
ensure that schools are unified by knowing what every student should know and do and using
data as a guide to measure students’ learning (American Federation of Teachers, 2009). Since
teachers are facilitators of students’ academic performance, they design instruction that gives
clarity to what students should achieve (Branch, 2008; Popham, 2010).
Carr-Chellman (2011) discussed a nine-step approach in designing and planning
instruction, which is classified as the Instructional Design for Teachers (ID4T) model.
Instructional design for teachers is defined as the necessary steps they take in providing
instruction through an organized process of goal-setting, forming objectives, choosing the
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appropriate materials and media, creating activities, evaluating student traits, and implementing
and modifying the lessons (Carr-Chellman, 2011). It is centered on immediate and long-term
stages of student learning, and teachers, as instructional designers, are in position to make
decisions associated with classroom practices, materials, activities, and resources (Branch, 2008;
Hammerman, 2007). However, Reeves (2011) asserted that many teachers lack the skills to
properly design instruction that help students experience deep learning. She said that teachers’
idea of instructional design may simply be a guideline for them to follow and for administrators
to know what academic standards are being addressed. For this reason, Reeves (2011)
advocated the need for a deep design that focuses on long-term student learning. She proposed
questions that assisted teachers’ understanding of their own instructional practices:
•

What assumptions about student learning underlie my choice of activities?

•

Can I explain to students the kinds of thinking and intellectual skills that my activities
require?

•

Am I confident that I am maximizing the development of long-term skills and knowledge
in each and every student? (Reeves, 2011, p. 11)
These questions focus teachers’ attention on the main objective of education, which is to

promote sustained learning and achievement (Reeves, 2011). For example, Carr-Chellman
(2011) identified the 9-step approach ID4T model to be implemented in the classroom. It
includes (a) learning goals that are clear, simple, single sentences that use a measurable verb; (b)
learning objectives that are noted as the lifeblood of the lessons, the condition, behavior,
criterion (CBC); (c) testing that is essential for good instruction to ensure it is closely aligned
with the behavior and conditions in the objectives; (d) prerequisites that support teachers’
awareness of their learners; (e) analysis of available texts that help teachers select resources that
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match the learning goal and meet the most crucial learning needs; (f) creating and specifying
learning activities that best align with teachers’ instructional goals, objectives, and test items; (g)
selecting media that support your activities; (h) planning for implementing and trying it out; and
(i) evaluating and revising for improvement and decision-making (Carr-Chellman, 2011, p. 86).
Carr-Chellman (2011) noted that these steps are not designed to force teachers to use them as a
set of rules, but they give teachers an opportunity to make sure their instruction is supported by
research to produce successful learners.
Use of Assessment
To response to the educational status of American students and the condition of its
education system, the standards-based accountability policy is also assigned the duty of
measuring and giving incentives for school performance based on students’ test scores
(Hamilton, Stecher, & Yuan, 2012). Hamilton et al. (2012) pointed out that standards are for the
intent of informing teachers and students of their learning expectations and using assessments to
measure whether those expectations are being fulfilled. Farrell and Marsh (2014) stated that,
because accountability has led to more demands in verifying student achievement, using data has
become a prevalent form of measurement in many countries. Thus, the thinking of school
leaders and teachers has been shifted in regard to reporting, interpreting, and using student data
(Conderman & Hedin, 2012). Administrators and policy makers use results from large-scale
tests to oversee the progress of schools and systems, to check whether educational policies are
succeeding, and to respond to questions concerning student placement (National Research
Council, 2003). Teachers continue to utilize classroom assessments and other kinds of
assessments to plan instruction, provide students with the necessary guidance, compute grades,
and assign students to special programs (Duffy & Goertz, 2003). Nevertheless, both
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administrators and teachers are required to understand and be knowledgeable and skilled on how
to effectively use test data to satisfy accountability requirements (Sindelar, 2011). They need to
utilize test data to improve students’ learning (Sindelar, 2011).
Even though the era of No Child Left Behind and Race to the Top popularized the use
of tests, simply testing what students know does not enhance students’ achievement or improve
schools (Sindelar, 2011). Sindelar (2011) expressed her thought concerning standardized testing
in this metaphor:
She used the example of a football score at the end of a game. She stated that
testing alone does not tell us anything about how the game was played. It simply tells us
who won or lost. So, what happens with the results after schools test, test and test? If we
test and only use the data to select and sort students and schools, then learning isn’t
improved. (p. 1)
Earl (2003) stated that students’ test scores have often been viewed carefully by
superintendents, administrators, and teachers to make important decisions related to schools, but
he asked, “Who is watching student learning?” (p. 9). While improvement is the education
reform’s primary objective, so often it is judged by better test scores instead of the representation
of those scores (Earl, 2003). Earl (2003) believed that this notion of using large-scale tests
influences the idea of displaying test scores for public knowledge, supporting policymakers’
request for accountability, and directing the attention on having high test results. Essentially,
assessment has not been regarded as a part of instruction, but in competition with the teaching
and learning process (Heritage, 2007).

Thus, learning has not been the focus of education (Earl,

2003).
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The current policies and practices relative to testing have influenced how assessment is
governed in our education system, which creates a distant place between teachers and students in
our classrooms (Clark, 2008). If assessment is not incorporated in the teaching and learning
process, then the question is, “How can we most effectively bring about student learning?”
(Gronlund, 1998, p. 3). In other words, having a plethora of data housed in a computer is
noneffective if there is no interpretation of the data for the use and application of making
meaningful improvements to deliver high quality instruction (Beaver & Weinbaum, 2015).
Utilizing data, according to Sindelar (2011), to guide instruction is one of the most effective
forms of information in educators’ possession. While educators are often challenged to
understand the various types of assessments, it is imperative that they know how to select the
most appropriate test and to appreciate how test data inform instruction and improve learning
(Sindelar, 2011).
Types of Assessments
Educational assessments are used in different ways, and the results serve a variety of
purposes (Wiliam & Thompson, 2008). Nancy Love (2009), the editor of Using Data to Improve
Learning: A Collaborative Inquiry, discussed in her book the importance of referencing
different types of data daily, weekly, monthly, and annually to continue the objective of
monitoring students’ progress and making modifications if necessary. She contends that the days
of using one source of data once a year has expired. Love (2009), along with her colleagues,
developed and discussed a data pyramid, which outlined an array of data to be used at different
times during the school year. The types of data, in ascending order, range from formative
classroom assessments to summative district and state assessments (Love, 2009).
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Formative classroom assessments. The largest part on the pyramid, located on the last
row at the bottom, is designated for formative classroom assessment data (Love, 2009). These
assessments produce data that are recommended to be used by teachers the majority of the time
during instruction (Love, 2009). Love (2009) further described them:
These assessments occur on an ongoing basis including student self-assessments,
descriptive feedback to students, use of rubrics with students, multiple methods of
checking for understanding, and examination of student work such as science journals as
well as tests and quizzes. The data inform teachers’ instructional decisions day-to-day,
even minute-by-minute. (p. 15)
Bambrick-Santoyo (2010) also called these assessments in-the-moment assessments,
because they are designed to monitor students’ understanding and provide information for the
direction of improvement while they were learning.
Formative common assessments. Formative common assessments, which are not used
as often as formative classroom assessments but are important in recognizing learning
difficulties, producing a short cycle of improvement monitoring students’ progress toward
learning objectives (Love, 2009). They are usually administered one to four times a month and
often analyzed by data teams, a group of teachers working together to improve student learning
(Love, 2009).
Interim assessments. Interim assessments, which are administered quarterly by teachers
teaching the same subject or grade level, have the power to impact every area of academic
performance (Bambrick-Santoyo, 2010). The purpose of these assessments, also known as
benchmark common assessments, is to measure the degree to which students have learned a skill
that is usually a part of the curriculum (Love, 2009). One important feature of interim
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assessments noted by Love (2009) is that they are presented for teachers to examine each
individual item on the curriculum with the intention of discovering patterns in student answers.
Summative assessments. Summative assessments are designed to officially evaluate the
learning of students at certain times in the learning sequence after they have had an opportunity
to practice, understand, and develop ownership of new concepts (Moon & Tomlinson, 2013).
According to Love (2009), they are often administered for accountability reasons in determining
whether students meet learning outcomes. For this reason, they are classified as high-stakes tests
in schools and districts in indicating the quality of the schools and teachers judged by test scores
(Danielson, 2008). They are considered high-stakes due to the actions carried out mainly
impacting stakeholders in education (Butler & McMunn, 2006). “The actions include evaluation
and rewarding of teachers or administrators, allocation of resources to the school or school
districts, school or school system accreditation, and graduation, promotion, or placement of
students” (Butler & McMunn, 2006, p. 8).
These assessments are primarily concerned with summing up student achievement to
certify their learning (Earl, 2003). They focus on measuring how much students have attained
pre-identified learning goals, which provide a basis for recognizing student learning problems
and establishing annual improvement targets (Love, 2009; Moon & Tomlinson, 2013). Other
reasons summative assessments are used include “transition from elementary or middle school,
completion of a course and the accompanying grade, certification of the completion of advanced
courses, and admission to postsecondary schools” (Danielson, 2008, p. 193).
Formative Assessment in the Classroom
Although there are different types of assessments with distinct purposes based on their
name description, according to Wiliam and Thompson (2008), any assessment could function
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formatively or summatively. Researchers termed formative assessment without the plural form
since the word “formative” applied to how the test is used. (Wiliam, 2013; Wiliam & Leahy,
2015). Formative assessment is defined as “systematic process of continuously gathering
evidence about learning” (Heritage, 2007, p. 140). It works to obtain evidence of student
learning to adjust teachers’ instruction and students’ learning tactics (Popham, 2010). It is
characterized as a practice that allows teachers to be aware of students’ readiness level, to probe
for any misunderstandings, and to move students to the next level (Baker & Gordon, 2014). It
involves practical techniques for teachers to use to elicit evidence of student thinking and
learning and to decide what needs to be done concerning each educational issue (Hammerman,
2009). These issues include:
•

Instruction--what we teach, what we do, and how we do it

•

Student learning--where they need to go and how to help them get there

•

Differentiating instruction--build on student strengths and interests, correct their
weaknesses, and provide for students who are not learning

•

Curricular enhancement, modification, and change--concepts to address more thoroughly
and experiences to build into the curriculum

•

Raising standards of student achievement. (Hammerman, 2009, p. 8)
For more than 10 years, formative assessment has been a leading practice in our drive for

educational reform (Armstong & Bennett, 2012). What is new, according to Wiliam (2013), is
the substantial evidence from various research that supports formative assessment as an effective
process for improving student achievement. Black and Wiliam (1998) reported in their article,
entitled “Inside the Black Box: Raising Standards through Classroom Assessment,” a
comprehensive review of several studies on student improvement observed from the practice of
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formative assessment in classrooms. They first noted that the phrase, Inside the Black Box,
referred to inside the classroom where formative assessment is an important feature of teaching.
The results of the observed studies concluded that teachers who depended on its use generated a
considerable amount of learning gains from students ranging from kindergartners to college
students in all subject areas (Black & Wiliam, 1998). They also concluded that improved
formative assessment positively affected the learning outcomes of low achievers and reduced the
various academic levels of students. Both conclusions reported that these learning gains
produced from this practice are the largest among any other educational interventions (Black &
Wiliam, 1998).
Formative assessment is at the heart of classroom instruction (Clark, 2011). Focusing on
student achievement and restoring teachers’ autonomy as leaders of learning are noted as the
primary objective of its use in the classroom (Spendlove, 2009). It promotes a shared vision of
learning through collaboration and interaction between teachers and students (Berry, 2008;
Sindelar, 2011). It takes place throughout a lesson and involves various ways to encourage
students to express their thinking (Black, 2003). Formative assessment and the teaching process
are linked together in that neither should be used separately (Heritage, 2007). Teachers adopt the
position of a facilitator and leader in embedding it within the classroom utilizing the key
strategies to produce instructional improvement and learning (Wiliam & Leahy, 2015).
Key Strategies to Support Formative Assessment
Dylan Wiliam (2011b), author of Embedded Formative Assessment, stated that educators
may not always be able to envisage what students will learn, regardless of their instructional
design, thus confirming the importance of assessment holding a significant place in teaching.
He proposed that teaching encompasses three key instructional processes and three key roles.
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The three key instructional processes are: a) where the learners are going, b) where the learners
are in their learning, and c) how to get them to the next step (Wiliam, 2011a). These processes
involve the teacher, learners, and peers (Wiliam, 2011a). According to Wiliam (2011a), the key
players and instructional processes relate to the five key strategies in creating a framework for
formative assessment. This framework is an adaptation from the formative assessment strategies
model developed by Leahy et al. (2005), which is summarized in the table below:
Table 2
Five Key Strategies of Formative Assessment by Leahy et al. (2005)
Where the learner is going

Where the learner is
now

How to get there

Teachers Clarifying, sharing, and
understanding learning
intentions and criteria for
success

Engineering effective
discussions, tasks,
and activities that
elicit evidence of
learning

Providing feedback
to move learning
forward

Peers

Activating students as learning resources
for one another

Learners

Activating students as owners of their own
learning

Source: Reprinted from Embedding Formative Assessment: Practical Techniques for K-12 (p. 12), by S.
Leahy and D. Wiliam, 2015, West Palm Beach, Florida: Learning Science International.

These strategies are suggested by Dylan Wiliam and colleagues to support the use of
formative assessment in the classroom (DuFour et al., 2008).
Clarifying, sharing, and understanding learning intentions and criteria for success.
Clarifying, sharing, and understanding learning intentions and success criteria are considered the
initial step that leads the path for the other strategies to follow (Wiliam & Leahy, 2015).
Brookhart (2012) stated that, for learning to take place, students need to know the learning goals
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and the criteria to successfully complete those goals. Learning intentions communicate to
students what they are to learn and success criteria explain the standards teachers use to assess
whether the learning activities for students are productive (Wiliam & Leahy, 2015). It
encourages student involvement, which in turn enables teachers and students to know where they
need to be and how to get to the next step (Phelps, 2010). Heritage (2007) also noted that, while
students participate in the learning tasks, they are guided by success criteria. “The success
criteria provide the framework within which formative assessment takes place and make possible
the interpretation of evidence” (Heritage, 2007, p. 142). Wiliam (2011b) asserted that although
learning intentions communicate the same goal for all students, success criteria involve different
ways of learning to obtain the same goal. Thus, success criteria should be viewed by teachers as
a process (Wiliam, 2011b). The process of success criteria emphasizes how criteria are broken
down into small steps to help facilitate the achievement of the learning goals (Wiliam & Leahy,
2015), whereas success criteria viewed as a product only direct teachers’ attention toward the
learning outcome (Wiliam, 2011b). More importantly, both learning intentions and success
criteria are designed to help students experience real learning instead of completing a task
(Wiliam & Leahy, 2015). Wiliam and Leahy (2015) discussed the various practices for teachers
to use in enacting this strategy. They are a) not telling the learning intention of a lesson at the
start of the lesson, b) keeping the learning intention and success criteria for a lesson context free,
c) communicating quality by using at least two pieces of anonymous work, d) asking students
what they have learned at the end of the lesson, and e) using rubrics to discuss quality with their
students (Wiliam & Leahy, 2015, p. 60).
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Engineering effective discussion, tasks, and activities to elicit evidence of learning.
After learning targets are clearly communicated and understood for teachers, students, and peers,
teachers can begin the process of engineering effective discussion, tasks, and activities to elicit
evidence of learning (Wiliam, 2011b). Teachers’ main role in executing this strategy is to obtain
information about students’ knowledge during the learning process (Heritage & Heritage, 2013).
The tasks, activities, and discussion have to be supported by the learning goals along with
opportunities for students to express what they are learning and how their learning is progressing
(Black & Wiliam, 1998). However, Wiliam and Leahy (2015) noted that this information has to
be sought out and that effective dialogue needs to happen to determine students’ thinking. For
example, Black and Wiliam (1998) stated that the importance of teachers’ observing and
listening to what and how students talk, write, and act is to know students’ level of
understanding. Also, dialoguing with students provides teachers with insight into students’
thinking, so that they can respond and readjust accordingly (Black & Wiliam, 1998). According
to Wiliam and Leahy (2015), here are ways to elicit evidence of learning:
•

Using an all-student response system

•

Allow sufficient time for students to think about an answer before selecting a student to
answer

•

Give students a way out if not able to answer the question

•

Ask a hinge question to help make a decision to move forward

•

Allow students to pose their own questions for other students to answer

•

Make “no hands up” a standard classroom policy

•

Use statements rather than questions to encourage more thoughtful answers
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•

Use learning logs, exit cards, or another way of collecting extended responses from
students

•

Before moving on, test students, review answers, and then teach problem areas. (p. 97)
Provide feedback that moves learning forward. Teachers responding and informing

students of their progress during instruction are not new practices in schools (Wiliam & Leahy,
2015). However, telling students that they are doing a good job is not enough for any significant
improvements to occur in their learning (Neuman & Roskos, 2012). Therefore, feedback is
central in guiding students through the learning process (Heritage, 2007). It is important because
it joins all the other strategies together including clear learning targets, evidence of student
learning, and students taking ownership of their learning (Chan, Konrad, Gonzalez, Peter, &
Ressa, 2014). As students attempt to learn a particular skill, feedback about their efforts consist
of three components: identification of the desired goal, proof of your current status, and
knowledge of how to close the gap (Black & Wiliam, 1998). It allows students to understand
that their current knowledge is different from the learning goal and that the information provided
instructs them on how to increase their learning (Heritage, 2007). The difference in the current
knowledge and the learning goal is identified as the gap according to Ramaprasad (1983). He
clearly explained that information about the gap is referred as feedback only if it is used to alter
that gap. “Feedback must communicate what constitutes quality and do so in a way that not only
bolsters effort, but also develops knowledge for self-assessment” (Neuman & Roskos, 2012, p.
538). It details the specific qualities of students’ work and assists them in making
improvements without being compared to their peers (Black & Wiliam, 1998). Teachers use
feedback to make instructional decisions about students’ readiness level, diagnostic level, and for
remediation (Sadler, 1989). The various practices that assist teachers in enacting this strategy
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include a) focusing on student responses to teachers’ feedback rather than the feedback itself, b)
praising students for effort rather than ability, c) giving students task-involving feedback rather
than ego-involving feedback, d) limiting written feedback and giving students time to respond, e)
giving balanced written feedback, e) making feedback into detective work for students, and f)
using comment-only grading (Wiliam & Leahy, 2015, p. 135).
Activating students as learning resources for one another. Leahy et al. (2005) stated
that establishing an “assessment for learning” classroom creates an understanding between the
teacher and students where learning is considered a joint responsibility. Wiliam and Leahy
(2015) stated that students working together in assessing each other’s work have a positive
impact on student achievement. The strategy of using students as resources for each other
promotes collaboration and cooperative learning (Wiliam & Leahy, 2015). Wiliam and Leahy
(2015) identified two reasons people express the importance of collaboration and cooperative
learning among students. First, students working together helps prepare them to work on jobs
and in communities (Wiliam & Leahy, 2015). Second, they increase each other’s learning of
subject matter more than working independently or in competition with their classmates (Wiliam
& Leahy, 2015).
The National Council of Teachers of Mathematics (2007) also revealed through research
that students who give feedback on another student’s work benefited as much as the
student receiving the feedback, because he or she internalized the learning goals and
success criteria in the context of another person’s work.
Two conditions cited by Slavin (1988) exist for students to work cooperatively together.
Slavin (1988) termed these conditions group goals and individual accountability. He stated that
group goals motivate group members to assist each other in obtaining the goals; thus, student
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engagement is increased and students are more apt to ask or provide help. Individual
accountability implies that each student must be responsible for contributing to the entire process
of attaining the goals in a group setting so the weight of achievement will not be distributed to
one or two students (Slavin, 1988). Both group goals and individual accountability are designed
for students to work together and increase student achievement of each group member
(Chamberlain, Hurley, & Slavin, 2003). However, Chamberlain et al. (2003) interjected that,
although it is assumed that students within groups are often ready to interact, receiving no
guidance and structure in obtaining the learning goals likely fall into a pattern of doing each
other’s work instead of experiencing real learning (Chamberlain et al., 2003). It is, therefore,
determined that cooperative learning, if implemented appropriately, serves as an important
feature of formative assessment (Wiliam & Leahy, 2015). Peers embrace the special task of
supporting each other’s learning by recognizing specific problems and offering the necessary
feedback to move them forward (Wiliam & Leahy, 2015). In addition, peers, as effective
evaluators, encourage motivation and help students feel a sense of community within the
classroom (Phelps, 2010; Wiliam, 2013). In implementing this strategy, teachers can use the
following techniques: a) groups of students work cooperatively at times, b) pairs of students look
at anonymous work to comment on, c) students are allowed to use two stars and a wish to give
feedback to each other, d) teachers support students with sentence starters, e) teachers discuss
ground rules of peer feedback with students, e) teachers use a structured protocol to ensure wellpaced feedback and response between pairs of students, f) peers mediate on teacher feedback to
students, g) teachers use group goals, and h) prioritize individual accountability in peer and
group work (Wiliam & Leahy, 2015, p. 165).
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Activating students as owners of their own learning. Students are urge to be active
learners, to take ownership of their learning, which depends on the other strategies, including
using peers as instructional resources (Wiliam & Leahy, 2015). Harris (2007) believed that
students increase their independence in making decisions on how to progress to the next step and
teachers provide the support and assistance in helping them to make those decisions. Teachers
assist and facilitate students’ role as active learners by allowing them space and opportunities to
develop their own academic expectations, keep up with their own learning, provide their peers
with feedback, and engage in self-assessment (Chan et al., 2014). Self-assessment takes place
when students make judgements about their work to improve as they identify the gap between
where they are and where they need to be (Hearn & McMillan, 2008). It is defined as the
process whereby students closely monitor and assess their thinking and behavior when learning
and recognizing the strategies that will help them increase their knowledge and understanding
(Hearn & McMillan, 2008). Black and Wiliam (2004) also added that peer assessment is an
important prerequisite for assisting the process of self-assessment in several ways. For example,
peer assessment is instrumental in improving students’ motivation to be concerned about
producing quality work (Black & Wiliam, 2004). It has worked to strengthen students’ voice
when supported by the group and, in effect, enhances how teachers and students communicate
(Black & Wiliam, 2004). Also, “peer assessment helps to develop objectivity that was required
for effective self-assessment, yet this skill is not realized without teachers’ assistance” (Black &
Wiliam, 2004 p. 33). Accordingly, with time and training, students learn to assume
responsibility by assessing how close they are to learning their goals and by finding ways to
improve and select tactics for goal attainment (Cauley & McMillan, 2010). Thus, the rate of
their learning increases considerably due to their participation in the learning process (National
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Council of Teachers of Mathematics, 2007). The various practices identified for enacting this
strategy include a) allowing students to use self-reports, b) making self-assessment a routine, c)
having students use learning portfolios that focus on their progress, d) giving students
challenging tasks that are achievable with effort and making it clear that failure is accepted and
expected, e) using a framework to help students see connections, f) using both intrinsic and
extrinsic orientations to motivate students, g) using trained students to observe some of the
lessons, and h) using trained students to videotape parts of the lessons (Wiliam & Leahy, 2015,
p. 198).
Wiliam and Thompson (2008) noted that formative assessment strategies are universal, in
that, they are observed in different class settings at every level across all subjects. Associating
these key strategies with the instructional processes offer a way of thinking about how the
strategies and processes are involved in the practice of formative assessment regarding the
players in the classroom (Wiliam & Thompson, 2008). As Wiliam and Thompson (2008)
explained, the key players do not only consist of the teacher but also the students and their peers.
It is the involvement and action of everyone (teachers, peers, and learners), “and the context of
the classroom is evaluated with respect to guiding the learning toward the intended goal”
(Wiliam & Thompson, 2008, p. 65).
Use of Common Formative Assessment to Support Instruction
While using ongoing assessments by classroom teachers are an effective tool for student
achievement, assessments created by team teachers also play a major role in student learning
(DuFour et al., 2008). These assessments, known as common formative assessments are like
classroom formative assessments in that they both are designed to monitor student progress and
check for understanding on a continuous basis (Love, 2009). However, these assessments call
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for teachers to work together in a professional learning community (DuFour et al., 2008). In this
community, teachers discuss ways for students to comprehend lessons taught and to examine
different approaches used to check for understanding in their individual classrooms (DuFour et
al., 2008). They also rely on each other’s assistance in converting formative assessment
strategies into actual practices used in the classroom (Wiliam & Thompson, 2008). In addition,
the development of these assessments addresses the curricular areas that need attention, identifies
weak and strong areas of teacher practices, and determines which students are not mastering the
intended standards so that systematic intervention can occur (Stiggins & DuFour, 2009). Wiliam
and Thompson (2008) strongly believed that formative assessments created by teachers have a
powerful effect on students’ receiving significant gains in learning along with developing
teachers’ expertise in this practice. They offer several reasons to support their argument:
1. Formative assessment depends upon a high level of professional judgment on the part of
teachers.
2. School-embedded professional learning communities are sustained over time, allowing
change to occur developmentally.
3. Professional learning communities are a nonthreatening venue allowing teachers to notice
weaknesses in their content knowledge and get help with these deficiencies in discussing
a formative assessment practice that revolves around specific content.
4. Professional learning communities are embedded in the day-to-day realities of teachers’
classrooms and schools and thus provide a time and place where teachers can hear reallife stories from colleagues that show the benefits of adopting formative assessment
techniques in situations similar to their own.
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5. Professional learning communities allow teachers to address a fundamental limitation of
the formative assessment intervention, which is its generality and specificity. (Wiliam &
Thompson, 2008, p. 74)
As teachers continue to communicate and discuss the rudiments of formative assessment, this
would encourage and strengthen their practice in using different formative assessment
techniques in their own classrooms (Popham, 2010). Formative assessment allows teachers
to observe the effectiveness of these techniques that is later shared with other teachers in the
professional learning community (Popham, 2010).
Summary
Notwithstanding the negative and positive views concerning assessment over the years,
recently, the language that involves how assessment is used in the education system has directed
its attention toward formative assessment positively impacting teaching and learning (Goldman
& Pellegrino, 2008). Policy makers, educators, and the public are not only concerned with
assessments holding schools responsible for student performance but also measuring students’
learning, making informed instructional decisions and providing the necessary feedback for
school improvement (Goldman & Pellegrino, 2008). Both principals and teachers realize that
large-scale tests do not identify the strengths and weaknesses of students until after an
instructional period (Rogers, 2014). Often, assessment used summatively is too late for school
leaders and teachers to make any improvement in instruction and student learning (Rogers,
2014). Wiliam and Thompson (2008) noted that it is important to assess students in monitoring
their learning on a regularly basis instead of gathering evidence of what they learned at the end
of a lesson. As a result, formative assessment is an effective approach that teachers use to
investigate students’ understanding, adjust instruction if necessary, and establish relationships
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(Buck, Haack, & Kaftan, 2006). They use the five key strategies of formative assessment to get
a complete representation of how students learn (Berry, 2008). They are a) clarifying, sharing,
and understanding learning intentions and success criteria; b) eliciting evidence of student
learning; c) providing feedback that moves learning forward; d) activating students’ learning
resources for one another; and e) activating students as owners of their learning. Furthermore,
teachers need local reassurance in making instructional adjustments that comes from the support
of other teachers in a communal setting such as a professional learning community (Wiliam &
Thompson, 2008). Professional learning communities allow teachers to be active learners as
they engage in understanding how to best use formative assessment that will positively benefit
students (Popham, 2010; Wiliam & Thompson, 2008). Wiliam and Thompson (2008)
acknowledged “that the view of this assessment involves a shift from quality control to quality of
assurance in learning” (p. 76).
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Chapter 3
Methodology
Introduction
In the hopes of assisting school leaders in improving student learning, the purpose of this
study was to examine teachers’ self-reported use of five types of formative assessment strategies
and to determine whether these strategies’ frequency of use differs by teachers’ personal and
professional characteristics. In addition, the study examined teachers’ acknowledgement of a
school-wide culture that values formative assessment that could influence their use of this
practice in the classroom and as a team.
Derived from this general purpose were the following five specific research questions:
1 Do teachers employ the five sets of formative assessment strategies outlined by Leahy et
al. (2005) with equal frequency?
2 Is there a statistically significant difference in the frequency with which teachers employ
the aforementioned five sets of formative assessment strategies by such personal
characteristics as their years of experience and their level of formal education?
3 Is there a statistically significant difference in the frequency with which teachers employ
the aforementioned five sets of formative assessment strategies by such professional
characteristics as grade level and subject matter taught?
4 To what extent do teachers acknowledge the presence of a school-wide culture that
values formative assessment for improving learning and increasing institutional
effectiveness?
5 Is there a relationship between teachers’ acknowledgement of such a school-wide culture
and the frequency with which they employ five types of formative assessment?
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Organized and divided into five sections, the present chapter articulates the methodology
used to answer the research questions and includes the following: research design, participants,
instrumentation, data collection, and data analysis (Lunenburg & Irby, 2008).
Research Design
Research design is the plan of action that the researcher used to address research
questions and assumptions fundamental to one’s approach (Kuada, 2012). It presents details on
how the data were collected and analyzed so that the findings and conclusions can be presented
and discussed (Kuada, 2012). The research design used for this study was quantitative.
Quantitative research. Quantitative research focuses on gathering and examining
information that is expressed numerically (Lunenburg & Irby, 2008). Its purpose is “to measure
concepts such as social and behavioral characteristics, respondents’ attitudes and beliefs”
(Durand & Chantler, 2014, p. 109). It produces the results that describe or observe changes in
the characteristics of a population of interest that explain a specific phenomenon or make
generalizations across groups of people (Babbie, 2010; Durand & Chantler, 2014). Quantitative
methods involve using questionnaires, surveys, or polls with an emphasis on objectivity (Babbie,
2010). For example, in this study, online surveys were used as a method for collecting data.
Statistics and statistical procedures were used to interpret the data collected from the surveys to
measure teachers’ use of formative assessment strategies on student learning. In addition, the
statistics presented a correlation between teachers’ use of formative assessment based on their
personal and professional characteristics. Specific statistical procedures were used to objectively
measure teachers’ perceptions of school leaders’ support in using formative assessment for
school improvement and whether their acknowledgement of school leaders’ support affected
their use of formative assessment individually or as members of a team.
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Descriptive quantitative research. The type of quantitative research design that was
suitable for this study was descriptive. Descriptive research seeks to depict information gathered
about the participants in a precise manner and to present detailed information about a situation,
social setting, or relationship (Lunenburg & Irby, 2008; Neuman, 2011). For example, the
participants were surveyed, and the data collected from the surveys were gathered and expressed
numerically to describe their use of formative assessment based on personal and professional
characteristics. Also, the numerical data showed their perceptions of school leaders’ support and
the impact they had on the practice of formative assessment within the school. It must be noted
that, in a descriptive study, participants are allowed to be measured only once with the purpose
of developing associations between variables (Babbie, 2010).
Independent and dependent variables. In conducting quantitative research, it was the
researcher’s goal to verify the relationship between the independent and dependent variables
(Babbie, 2010). According to Neuman (2011), “the independent variable produces an effect or
results on a dependent variable, whereas the dependent is the effect or result variable that was
caused by the independent variable” (p. 179). For example, in this study, the researcher first
wanted to explore the use of five types of formative assessment strategies by the participants on
student learning. The independent variable was the participants’ use of five formative
assessment strategies, and the dependent variable was student learning. Next, the researcher
wanted to determine whether there were linkages between the use of such strategies and the
characteristics of participants. The independent variable was the connection between the
participants’ personal and professional characteristics with the use of the five assessment
strategies, and the dependent variable was student learning. Last, the researcher investigated
teachers’ perception of school leaders’ support in using classroom-based and team-developed
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formative assessments to generate data for school improvement. The independent variable was
how teachers perceived that they received the support from school leaders in using formative
assessment in individual classrooms and in creating assessments as a team to generate data. The
dependent variable was teachers’ use of classroom-based and team-developed formative
assessments for school improvement.
Selection of Participants
Population. Lunenburg and Irby (2008) stated that the target population is a
representative sample that was of chosen interest to the researcher and that the results generated
from the sample could be generalized to that population. The target population for this study
was all teachers located in a metropolitan area in the Southeastern United States. These teachers
instructed students in regular education for all grade levels: elementary, middle, and secondary.
Also, these teachers taught primary core subjects such as language arts, mathematics, social
studies, and science.
Sample. A sample is a small selected group from a larger group that closely represents
the characteristics of the large group (Neuman, 2011). The sample for this study was all regular
education teachers from one school district who teach grades K-12 and these core subjects:
language arts, mathematics, social studies, and science. There were approximately 170 teachers
employed at the schools, and 98% of these teachers were highly qualified: Teachers who had
earned highly qualified status; had a degree and a teacher’s license; and had exhibited expertise
in the subject area being taught (Arkansas Department of Education, 2014). Convenience
sampling was the technique that the researcher used, because the sample chosen was accessible
and readily available to participate (Salkind, 2010). Also, their agreement to take part in this

65

study was done through the authorization of the school district superintendent. This particular
group provided specific information pertinent to this study (McMillan, 2012).
Setting. The school district is located in the Southwest area of one of the major cities in
Northeastern Arkansas with a population of more than 70,000 people (Public School Review,
2016). The community in which the district is located was considered a farming community for
many years (U.S. Department of Education, 2015). Today, the community has grown to include
businesses formed, subdivisions developed, neighborhoods built, and increased enrollment in
schools (U.S. Department of Education, 2015). The school district, which has four public
schools representing grades pre -K through 12th, has a student body of approximately 2,700
students: 53% male and 47% female students (Public School Review, 2016). The student
body’s racial composition consisted of 90% Caucasians, 2.68% African Americans, 2.34% Asian
Americans, 0.56% Native American, 0.37% Hispanics, and 0.11% Hawaiian/Pacific Islander
(U.S. Department of Education, 2015). The schools receive strong support from families with a
very active Parent and Teacher Association that have been recognized for the work of the
Association at the state and national levels (U.S. Department of Education, 2015).
The district has worked hard to maintain a reputation of academic excellence (U.S.
Department of Education, 2015). For example, it has a graduation rate of 97.62% (U.S.
Department of Education, 2015). The schools offer more than 900 core academic classes for its
students (Arkansas Department of Education, 2014). Based on the ESEA Accountability Status
Report, the school district received an accountability status of Needs Improvement for the 20132014 school year. However, its Needs Improvement status was not a priority or focus. The
schools in this district were recognized as reward schools for the 2013, 2014, and 2015 school
years, which means that they exemplified excellence in student performance and student
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academic growth and had a high graduation rate (Arkansas Department of Education, 2014). In
addition, one of the schools was awarded as a “High Achieving School” for good performance
on the (Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC) assessment
(U. S. Department of Education, 2015).
Instrumentation
At the onset of this study, no existing questionnaires could be located that addressed all
of the recommended formative assessment practices. Hence, an attempt was made to develop an
instrument using information drawn from diverse websites and online source materials. To
structure the questionnaire, a five-strategy schema developed by Leahy et al. (2005) was used
and included the following: clarifying, sharing, and understanding learning intentions and
success criteria; engineering effective discussions, tasks, and activities that elicit evidence of
learning; providing feedback that moves learning forward; activating students as learning
resources for one another; and activating students as owners of their own learning. This process
of grouping the practices under each strategy created structure and organization for the
instrument.
In 2015, a book entitled Embedding Formative Assessment: Practical Techniques for K12 Classrooms, was published which discussed in detail these same five strategies of formative
assessment. The authors Dylan Wiliam and Siobhan Leahy (2015) gave a complete account of
each strategy and the practices that enact each strategy if used effectively. The authors also
provided, after each chapter, practices for each strategy in a condensed form called reflective
checklists. The reflective checklists were designed for teachers to self-evaluate as they
attempted to incorporate these practices in their daily teaching (Wiliam & Leahy, 2015).
Therefore, it was decided to use the reflective checklists instead of the original instrument. The
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information presented on the reflective checklists was closely aligned with this study and its
purpose.
Permission was granted to use the reflection checklists by the book’s publisher, Learning
Sciences International. A questionnaire, which was developed from these checklists, consisted
of 38 individual items and followed a Likert scale format that ranged from 5 to 1 (5—all the
time, 4—most of the time, 3—sometimes, 2—rarely, and 1—not at all). In addition, the
questionnaire had two other parts, which included demographics and school-level practices of
formative assessment. The instrument had 48 questions to complete. The demographic section
asked for information about the participants’ personal and professional characteristics that helped
address research questions 2 and 3. The formative assessment practices’ section, which covered
an array of techniques for implementing formative assessment, examined how frequently
participants used them in the classroom during instruction, thus addressing Research Question 1.
These practices were displayed in random order to reduce any biases. The section on schoollevel practices of formative assessment, which addressed questions 4 and 5, examined teachers’
perception of receiving school leaders’ support in using classroom-based formative assessment
and team-based formative assessment for school improvement. In addition, this survey was
computerized and was prepared on a user-friendly online survey tool known as Survey Monkey.
Validity. Content validity was established by Wiliam and Leahy (2015). According to
Lunenburg and Irby (2008), “content validity was the degree to which an instrument measured
an intended content area” (p. 181). For example, the instrument used in this study was
compilations of practices from each chapter where the content of these practices accurately
reflected each formative assessment strategy. It measured the extent of teacher know-how to use
these practices in enacting the five formative assessment strategies in the classroom. Therefore,
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the content validity was high because teachers could actually use these practices, according to
Wiliam and Leahy (2015), in executing formative assessment.
Reliability. For each of the five sets of strategies, internal consistency reliabilities were
calculated during the course of the study. Represented in terms of alpha statistics, pertinent
figures are presented in Table 7 in the next chapter.
Data Collection
During the beginning of the spring semester 2016, the superintendent of the school
district was contacted with information about the study. He was amenable to having research
conducted in his schools and granted verbal permission. A follow-up letter was sent via email
confirming approval. Another call was made to discuss a date to begin, after approval was
granted by the Institutional Review Board at the University of Memphis.
The source of data that was used to address the research questions was an online survey
accessible through Survey Monkey. Survey Monkey is an online survey tool used for organizing
data and numerically breaking down the results (Massat, McKay, & Moses, 2009). Once
notification was received to start the study, the survey online link was sent to the superintendent
of the school district for review, and then he distributed the online survey to approximately 170
faculty members for completion. The online survey was anonymous and included explicit
instructions for participants to follow. It also included an informed consent detailing information
about the study and a section for participants to choose to decline to participate. The participants
who agreed to participate continued to complete the sections on demographics, formative
assessment practices, and school-level practices of formative assessment. They were given a 2week time span before submission. Also, during that 2-week time period, the researcher asked
the superintendent if the survey could be resent to participants in order to increase returns. Once
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the online surveys were completed and submitted, the results were entered into an SPSS database
to compute frequencies, means, and standard deviations; the resulting data was disaggregated
based on personal and professional characteristics identified in the study. Also through SPSS,
specific statistical procedures were used to objectively measure perceptions and relationships.
Data Analysis
Data analysis is the process of interpreting data and drawing meaningful conclusions
through statistical tests used to address the research questions (Lunenburg & Irby, 2008). For
this study, a quantitative analysis of the data included numerical ratings obtained from items 148 on the Formative Assessment Reflective Checklist questionnaire (Lunenburg & Irby, 2008).
The responses ranged from 1 to 5 that were tabulated through SPSS for each of the respondents
along with the demographic information (Lunenburg & Irby, 2008). Three statistical procedures
were run through SPSS: Repeated Measures Analysis of Variance (R-ANOVA), Multivariate
Analysis of Variance (MANOVA), and Correlation. Question 1 asked, “Do teachers employ the
five sets of formative assessment strategies outlined by Leahy et al. (2005) with equal
frequency?” This question was addressed using R-ANOVA to compute frequencies for each
technique included under each of the five strategies. Then, the means and standard deviations
were computed for each of the five strategies and compared statistically. Question 2 asked, “Is
there a statistically significant difference in the frequency with which teachers perceive they
employ the aforementioned five sets of formative assessment strategies based on their years of
experience and level of formal education?” This question was addressed using MANOVA to
assess statistically significant differences across the group means obtained on the five sets of
formative assessment strategies, with the exact number of groups to be compared contingent on
the data. Question 3 asked, “Is there a statistically significant difference in the frequency with

70

which teachers perceive they employ the aforementioned five sets of formative assessment
strategies based on the grade level and subject matter taught?” This question was also addressed
using to assess statistically significant differences across the group means obtained on the five
sets of formative assessment strategies, with the exact number of groups to be compared
contingent on the data. Question 4 asked, “To what extent do teachers acknowledge the presence
of a school-wide culture that values formative assessment for improving learning and increasing
institutional effectiveness? This question was addressed by computing frequencies for the five
items and by computing a scale mean and standard deviation across the five items. Question 5
asked, “Is there a relationship between teachers’ acknowledgment of such a school-wide culture
and the frequency with which they employ five formative assessment strategies? The question
was addressed by correlating the scale mean on culture with means on the five assessment
strategies.
Summary
This chapter restated the primary goal of this research and presented information on
how the research questions were addressed. A school district was notified about the date the
study was scheduled to begin, and approximately 170 participants from the district were
available to participate through convenience sampling.

In addition, a survey instrument was

identified. Data collection procedures were explained, and the statistical tests under the data
analysis were presented for addressing the five research questions. The results of the data
analysis along with a general description of each statistical tests used are discussed in Chapter 4.
Finally, in Chapter 5, there is a discussion of the findings and how these findings can be applied
to practice. Also, this chapter offers recommendations for future research.
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Chapter 4
Results
Introduction
The purpose of this study was to determine the relative frequency with which groups of
classroom teachers use five types of formative assessment strategies and the extent to which
usage of these strategies is linked to the presence of a school-wide culture that values formative
assessment. Deriving from this overall purpose are the five specific research questions following:
1. Do teachers employ the five sets of formative assessment strategies outlined by Leahy et
al. (2005) with equal frequency?
2. Is there a statistically significant difference in the frequency with which teachers employ
the aforementioned five sets of formative assessment strategies by such personal
characteristics as their years of experience and their level of formal education?
3. Is there a statistically significant difference in the frequency with which teachers employ
the aforementioned five sets of formative assessment strategies by such professional
characteristics as grade level and subject matter taught?
4. To what extent do teachers acknowledge the presence of a school-wide culture that
values formative assessment for improving learning and increasing institutional
effectiveness?
5. Is there a relationship between teachers’ acknowledgement of such a school-wide culture
and the frequency with which they employ five types of formative assessment?
After a brief description of the sample of teachers who chose to participate in this study,
the chapter will then turn to outlining the analytic procedures and providing the statistical
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outcomes pertinent to answering the five research questions previously described. A brief
synopsis of what was learned from these analyses will conclude the chapter.
Description of Sample
As noted in Table 3, some 77 teachers provided complete data with which to answer this
study’s research questions. In terms of their genders, nearly 80% of all respondents identified
themselves as female (77.9%) and the rest male (22.1%). In terms of their years of experience,
roughly equal numbers of teachers indicated their having taught between 1 and 7 years (26%), 8
to 15 years (22.1%) 16 to 20 years (24.7%), and more than 20 years (27.3%). Similarly, as
regards their highest level of educational attainment, about half of the sample had not yet earned
a Master’s Degree (55.2%), while those remaining had either met or exceeded that educational
benchmark (46.8%). Regarding subject matter expertise, a plurality of the sample pointed to
“language,” with smaller percentages indicating “mathematics” (27.3%) or a variety of “other”
subjects (32.5%). Finally, nearly 60% of the sample indicated their teaching at one of the
elementary grades, ranging from Pre-K to Grade 5 (57.1%), while those remaining pointed to
one or more of the upper grades (42.9%).
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Table 3
Demographic Characteristics of the Sample (N = 77)

Characteristic

n

f

Male
Female

17
60

22.1
77.9

1 to 7
8 to 15
16 to 20
More than 20

20
17
19
21

26.0
22.1
24.7
27.3

Below Masters
Masters or above

41
36

53.2
46.8

31
21
25

40.3
27.3
32.5

44

57.1

33

42.9

Gender

Years of Experience

Highest Degree

Primary Subject Matter Expertise
Language
Math
Other Subject
Primary Grade Level Taught
PK to Grade 5
Grade 6 and
above

74

Research Question 1. Do teachers employ the five sets of formative assessment
strategies outlined by Leahy et al (2005) with equal frequency?
Presented in Tables 4 through 8, frequencies and percentages were computed for each of
the 38 items populating the survey. These computations were subsequently followed by others
based on grouping the items by type of strategy: five items with respect to strategy 1 (M = 3.12,
SD = 0.59), nine items with respect to strategy 2 (M =3.22, SD = 0.47), seven items with respect
to strategy 3 (M =3.18, SD = 0.52), nine items with respect to strategy 4 (M =3.01, SD = 0.56),
and eight items with respect to strategy 5 (M = 2.72, SD = 0.56).
A cursory inspection of the aforementioned five means depicted in Figure 1 suggests less
usage of strategies 4 and 5—both dealing “activating students”—relative to strategies 1 through
3. By way of empirically testing what inspection of the means suggest, an R-ANOVA was
conducted. When the multivariate statistic associated with this test was found to be statistically
significant (= .394, F(4, 73) = 28.12, P < .001, p2 = .61), follow-up tests were conducted and
correlated effect sizes computed for those comparisons that proved to be statistically
significantly different at the Bonferroni-corrected alpha levels. The mean for Strategy 5, which
concerned “activating students as the owners of their own learning,” proved to be significantly
lower than were the means for the other four, while the mean for Strategy 4 proved be
significantly lower than were those obtained for strategies 2 and 3. Within Strategy 2, the one
linked to the largest effect size differences with strategies 4 and 5, the formative assessment
practices that teachers appeared to use
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Table 4
Item Frequencies and Percentages for Formative Assessment Strategy 1

Strategy 1 - Clarifying and sharing
learning intentions and criteria for
success

Not at All/
Rarely
(%)

Most/All of
Sometimes
the Time
(%)
(%)

1. I know what the learning intention
of the lesson is, although I do not tell
the students at the start of the lesson.

54.7

22.7

22.7

6. I keep the learning intention and
success criteria for a lesson context
free.

22.1

51.5

26.5

7. I communicate quality by using at
least two pieces of anonymous work.

32.9

44.7

22.4

8. I use rubrics to discuss quality with
my students.

13.3

38.7

48.0

9. At the end of a lesson, I ask my
students what they have learned.

6.5

33.8

59.7
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Table 5
Item Frequencies and Percentages for Formative Assessment Strategy 2

Strategy 2 - Engineering
effective . . . tasks that elicit
evidence of learning
2. I find out what every student
knows at least once a lesson, by
using an all-student response
system.
3. I ensure that all students have
time to think about an answer to
a question I pose before I choose
who answers.
11. Students pose their own
questions, which other students
answer.

Not at All/
Rarely
(%)

Most/All of
Sometimes
the Time
(%)
(%)

31.6

25.0

43.4

3.9

9.2

86.8

18.4

61.8

19.7

12. I make “no hands up, except
to ask a question” a standard
classroom policy.

74.0

16.9

9.1

13. I use learning logs, exit
cards, or another way of
collecting extended responses.

34.2

34.2

31.6

20.8

54.5

24.7

1.3

27.3

71.4

9.2

47.4

43.4

9.2

23.7

67.1

16. I use statements rather than
questions to encourage more
thoughtful answers.
19. I give a student a way out if
unable to answer my question,
but then I come back to that
student.
23. I ask a hinge question during
a lesson when I need to decide
whether I could move on.
24. I test students, look at their
answers, and then teach the areas
that students have problems with
before I move on.
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Table 6
Item Frequencies and Percentages for Formative Assessment Strategy 3

Strategy 3 - Providing feedback that
moves learners forward

Not at All/
Rarely
(%)

Most/All of
Sometimes
the Time
(%)
(%)

4. I limit the written feedback I give to
students, and give class time for
students to respond.

16.9

40.3

42.9

5. I give “balanced” written feedback.

15.6

26.0

58.4

14. I focus on student responses to my
feedback rather than the feedback
itself.

17.3

50.7

32.0

15. I praise students for effort rather
than ability.

0.0

16.9

83.1

21. I give students task-involving
feedback rather than ego-involving
feedback.

8.0

28.0

64.0

25. I make feedback into detective
work for my students.

48.6

37.8

13.5

37. I use comment-only grading.

63.2

31.6

5.3
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Table 7
Item Frequencies and Percentages for Formative Assessment Strategy 4

Strategy 4 - Activating students
as learning resources for one
another

Not at All/
Rarely
(%)

Most/All of
Sometimes
the Time
(%)
(%)

17. I discuss ground rules of peer
feedback with students.

6.6

27.6

65.8

18. I use a structured protocol to
ensure well-paced feedback and
response between pairs of
students.

14.5

34.2

51.3

22. Pairs of students look at
anonymous work to comment on.

68.9

27.0

4.1

26. My students use “two stars
and a wish”, or another
technique, to give feedback to
each other.

71.1

15.8

13.2

29. I get peers to mediate my
feedback to students.

75.0

18.4

6.6

30. I use group goals.

23.4

45.5

31.2

32. I support some students with
sentence starters.

14.5

42.1

43.4

33. I prioritize individual
accountability in peer and group
work.

8.1

25.7

66.2

36. I have groups of students
working cooperatively at times.

1.3

39.0

59.7
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Table 8
Item Frequencies and Percentages for Formative Assessment Strategy 5

Strategy 5 - Activating students as the
owners of their own learning

Not at All/
Rarely
(%)

Most/All of
Sometimes
the Time
(%)
(%)

10. Students have learning portfolios
that focus on their progress.

43.4

26.3

30.3

20. I use a framework to help my
students see connections.

7.9

30.3

61.8

27. Student self-assessment is a
routine part of my work.

23.4

40.3

36.4

28. I use trained students to videotape
parts of my lesson.

92.0

4.0

4.0

31. I give students challenging tasks
that are achievable with effort, and
make it clear that failure is not only
acceptable but also expected.

28.6

28.6

42.9

34. I use both intrinsic and extrinsic
orientations to motivate my students.

5.4

24.3

70.3

35. I use trained students to observe
some of my lessons.

86.7

12.0

1.3

38. I use student self-reports but am
careful to check on the accuracy of the
reporting.

55.3

32.9

11.8
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3.3

3.22
3.18

3.2
3.12
3.1

3.01
3.0
2.9
2.8
2.72
2.7
2.6
2.5
2.4
Strategy 1- Clarifying and Strategy 2- Engineering
sharing learning intentions effective . . . tasks that
and criteria for success elicit evidence of learning

Strategy 3- Providing
feedback that moves
learners forward

Figure 1. Barchart of Five Strategy Means across All Respondents
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Strategy 4- Activating
students as learning
resources for one another

Strategy 5- Activating
students as the owners of
their own learning

most frequently concerning ensuring that students had sufficient “time to think about an
answer to a question,” giving students “a way out if unable to answer,” and first testing
and then reteaching “the areas that students have problems with before I move on.”
Research Question 2. Is there a statistically significant difference in the frequency with
which teachers employ the aforementioned five sets of formative assessment strategies by
such personal characteristics as their years of experience and their level of formal
education?
For each of four subgroups by the personal characteristic “years of experience”
and two subgroups by the personal characteristic “level of formal education,” means and
standard deviations were computed for each of the five strategies. Graphically depicted
in Figures 2 and 3, respectively, these two sets of subgroup means do not point to any
obvious differences upon inspection. When empirically tested using the MANOVA
procedure, the results summarized in Table 10 do not reveal any differences by subgroup
for the set of means obtained either for years of experience = .852, F(15, 191) = 0.763,
P = 0.718, p 2 = 0.05) or for level of education = .852, F(15, 191) = 0.763, P = 0.718,
p 2 = 0.05). Absent finding no significant differences at the multivariate level, neither
were univariate differences observed when individual strategies were compared by the
two personal characteristics. By years of experience, these outcomes were for Strategy 1:
F(3, 73) = 1.919, P = 0.134; for Strategy 2: F(3, 73) = 0.750, P = 0.526; for Strategy 3:
F(3, 73) = 0.672, P = 0.572; for Strategy 4: F(3, 73) = 0.690, P = 0.561; and for Strategy
5: F(3, 73) = 1.281,P = 0.287. By level of education, these outcomes were for Strategy 1:
F(1, 75) = 0.719, P = 0.399; for Strategy 2: F(1, 75) = 1.054, P = 0.308; for Strategy 3:
F(1, 75) = 2.080,
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Table 9
Summary of Repeated Measures Analysis of Variance Comparing Five Strategy Means

Strategy

M

SD

1

Strategy 1Clarifying and
sharing learning
intentions and criteria
for success

3.12

0.59

0.34

Strategy 2Engineering effective
. . . tasks that elicit
evidence of learning

3.22

0.47

Strategy 3- Providing
feedback that moves
learners forward

3.18

0.52

Strategy 4Activating students
as learning resources
for one another

3.01

0.56

Strategy 5Activating students
as the owners of their
own learning

2.72

0.56

2

3

4

5

0.70

0.63

0.61

0.40

0.96

0.32

0.86

0.70

0.52

0.61

Note. When the five strategy means were compared using the R-ANOVA
procedure, a highly significant difference was observed (= .394, F(4, 73) = 28.12,
p < .001, p2 = .61). Of the ten follow-up comparisons effected by the dependent ttest procedure, six were statistically significantly different and are noted in cells 2-4,
3-4, 1-5, 2-5, 3-5 and 4-5 of the table above with correlated effect size differences.
Cronbach's alpha statistics for each scale are given on the diagonal and boldfaced.
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Figure 2. Barchart of Five Strategy Means by Respondents’ Years of Experience
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Figure 3. Barchart of Five Strategy Means by Respondents’ Level of Education
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Table 10
Means, Standard Deviations and Multivariate Analysis of Variance (MANOVA) Results
for Five Strategies by Respondents’ Years of Experience and Level of Education

Subgroup

Strategy 1Clarifying
and sharing
learning
intentions
and criteria
for success
M

SD

Strategy 2Engineering
effective . .
. learning
tasks, that
elicit
evidence of
learning
M

SD

Strategy 3Providing
feedback
that moves
learners
forward

M

SD

Strategy 4Activating
students as
learning
resources
for one
another
M

SD

Strategy 5Activating
students as
the owners
of their own
learning

M

SD

Years of Experience
= .852, F(15, 191) = 0.763, p =0.718, p 2 = 0.05)
1 to 7
(n = 20)
8 to 15
(n = 17)
16 to 20
(n =19)
More
than 20
(n = 21)

2.89

0.44

3.14

0.33

3.06

0.41

2.92

0.48

2.53

0.44

3.34

0.64

3.35

0.47

3.24

0.45

2.99

0.42

2.79

0.42

3.14

0.52

3.24

0.46

3.28

0.60

3.16

0.69

2.86

0.55

3.15

0.68

3.16

0.59

3.16

0.60

2.97

0.61

2.71

0.73

Education

= .971, F(5, 71) = 28.12, p = 0.684, p2 = 0.05)
Below
Masters
(n = 41)
Masters
or above
(n = 36)

3.07

0.54

3.17

0.50

3.10

0.54

2.94

0.56

2.65

0.62

3.18

0.64

3.28

0.43

3.27

0.49

3.08

0.56

2.79

0.48
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p = 0.153; for Strategy Four F(1, 75) = 1.189, P = 0.279; for Strategy 5 F(1, 75) =
1.196, P = 0.278.
Research Question 3. Is there a statistically significant difference in the frequency with
which teachers employ the aforementioned five sets of formative assessment strategies by
such professional characteristics as grade level and subject matter taught?
For each of two subgroups by the professional characteristic “grade level taught”
and three subgroups by the professional characteristic “subject matter taught,” means and
standard deviations were computed for each of the five strategies. Graphically depicted
in Figures 4 and 5, respectively, these two sets of subgroup means do not point to any
obvious differences upon inspection. When empirically tested using the MANOVA
procedure, the results summarized in Table 9 do not reveal any differences by subgroup
for the set of means obtained either for grade level = .940, F(5, 71) = .902, P = 0.485,
p 2 = 0.06) or for subject matter = .902, F(10, 140) = .742, P = 0.684, p 2 = 0.05).
Absent finding no significant differences at the multivariate level, neither were univariate
differences observed when individual strategies were compared by the two personal
characteristics. By grade level taught, these outcomes were for Strategy 1: F(1, 75) =
1.034, P = 0.313; for Strategy 2: F(1, 75) = 2.136, P = 0.148; for Strategy 3: F(1, 75) =
1.503, P = 0.224; for Strategy 4: F(1, 75) = 1.114,P = 0.296; for Strategy 5: F(1, 75) =
0.023, P = 0.681. By subject matter taught, these outcomes were for Strategy 1: F(2,74) =
0.156, P = 0.856; for Strategy
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Figure 4. Barchart of Five Strategy Means by Grade Level Taught by Respondents
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Language

Math

Other Subject

5.0

4.5

4.0

3.5
3.07 3.14

3.16

3.26 3.21

3.34
3.17

3.08 3.08

3.10
2.95 2.95

3.0

2.80

2.63 2.69

2.5

2.0

1.5

1.0
Strategy 1

Strategy 2

Strategy 3

Figure 5. Barchart of Five Strategy Means by Subject Matter Taught by Respondents
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Strategy 4

Strategy 5

Table 11
Means, Standard Deviations and Multivariate Analysis of Variance (MANOVA) Results for Five
Strategies by Grade Level and Subject Matter Taught by Respondents

Subgroup

Strategy 1Clarifying
and sharing
learning
intentions
and criteria
for success
M

SD

Strategy 2Engineering
effective . .
. learning
tasks, that
elicit
evidence of
learning
M

SD

Strategy 3Providing
feedback
that moves
learners
forward

M

SD

Strategy 4Activating
students as
learning
resources
for one
another
M

SD

Strategy 5Activating
students as
the owners
of their own
learning

M

SD

Grade Level

= .940, F(5, 71) = .902, p = 0.485, p 2 = 0.06)
PK to
Grade 5
(n = 44)
Grade 6
and
above
(n = 33)

3.18

0.59

3.29

0.42

3.25

0.54

3.07

0.59

2.73

0.51

3.04

0.59

3.13

0.52

3.10

0.49

2.93

0.51

2.71

0.62

Subject Matter
= .902, F(10, 140) = .742, p = 0.684, p 2 = 0.05)
Language
(n = 31)
Math
(n = 21)
Other
Subject
(n =25)

3.07

0.56

3.26

0.43

3.34

0.43

3.10

0.59

2.80

0.52

3.14

0.43

3.21

0.36

3.08

0.26

2.95

0.41

2.63

0.37

3.16

0.74

3.17

0.60

3.08

0.72

2.95

0.63

2.69

0.72
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Research Question 4. To what extent do teachers acknowledge the presence of a school-wide
culture that values formative assessment for improving learning and increasing institutional
effectiveness?
Indicating a tendency for the practices cited to often occur on average (M = 3.89, SD =
0.89), teacher responses to the five items constituting a measure of “a school-wide culture that
values formative assessment” were generally positive. As revealed in Table 12, more than 80%
of the respondents felt that their school leaders either “most of” or “all of the time” actively
supported the use of formative assessment strategies to improve student learning in teachers’
classrooms (80.5%), while over 70% felt that their school leaders either “most of” or “all of the
time” actively supported teacher collaboration on formative assessments” across grades and
classrooms (71.4%) and embraced the use of “data derived from classroom-based and teamdeveloped formative assessments” in school improvement planning (73.7%). Interestingly, the
item drawing the least-positive response concerned teacher collaboration in the common
preparation and use of formative assessments across classrooms and/or for different subject
matters (54.5%).
Research Question 5. Is there a relationship between teachers’ acknowledgement of such a
school-wide culture and the frequency with which they employ five types of formative
assessment?
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Table 12
Frequencies and Percentages for Culture of Formative Assessment Items

Formative Assessment Culture

Not at All/
Rarely
(%)

Most/All of
Sometimes
the Time
(%)
(%)

39. To what extent do other teachers
at your school make use of formative
assessment strategies to improve
student learning in their classrooms?

2.6

28.9

68.4

40. To what extent do your school’s
leaders actively support the use of
formative assessment strategies to
improve student learning in teachers’
classrooms?

5.2

14.3

80.5

41. To what extent do TEAMS of
teachers at your school collaborate
on formative assessments to be used
across classrooms at different grade
levels and/or for different subjects?

11.7

33.8

54.5

42. To what extent do your school’s
leaders actively support teacher
collaboration on formative
assessments to be used across
classrooms at different grade levels
and/or for different subjects?

10.4

18.2

71.4

43. To what extent are the data
derived from classroom-based and
team-developed formative
assessments used for school
improvement planning?

5.3

21.1

73.7

Note. M = 3.89, SD = 0.890, = .91.
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Table 13
Multiple Regression Summary of Five Strategy Means on Formative Assessment Culture Mean

B

SE B

95.0% C.I.



t

p=

Strategy 1- Clarifying and
sharing learning intentions
and criteria for success

-0.08

0.19

[-0.45,0.29]

-0.05

-0.44

0.66

Strategy 2- Engineering
effective classroom . . .
learning tasks, that elicit
evidence of learning

0.75

0.28

[0.19,1.32]

0.40

2.65

0.01

Strategy 3- Providing
feedback that moves
learners forward

-0.10

0.26

[-0.62,0.43]

-0.06

-0.37

0.71

Strategy 4- Activating
students as learning
resources for one another

0.32

0.25

[-0.18,0.82]

0.20

1.27

0.21

Strategy 5- Activating
students as the owners of
their own learning

0.13

0.27

[-0.4,0.66]

0.08

0.49

0.62

Variable

Note. R2 = 0.29. For each strategy with Culture scale: S1 r = .25, p > .05. S2 r = .51.
p > .001. S3 r = .35. p > .01. S4 r = .46. p > .001. S5 r = .38. p > .001.
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As indicated in the note to Table 13, statistically significant correlations were observed
between the mean obtained on the school-wide culture of formative assessment and the five
means obtained for each of the types of formative assessment strategies. While only one
correlation fell below the r = 0.30 threshold associated with a “weak” relationship, the other four
were more robust, and the one pertinent to “engineering effective classroom. . .learning tasks that
elicit evidence of learning” the most robust of the set (r = 0.51). As Table 13 also shows, when
the five strategy means were regressed on the culture outcome, only the aforementioned strategy
was found to contribute significantly to explaining variation in the school-wide cultural outcome
( = 0.40, t = 2.65, P < .01).
Summary
Analysis of teacher responses to the five general types of formative assessment
strategies indicated somewhat less usage of those strategies associated with peer assessment and
other forms of student-involved assessment. When MANOVAs were conducted by respondents’
professional and personal characteristics, neither multivariate nor univariate differences were
found for the means computed for the five strategies. All of these five means were correlated
with a mean denoting respondents’ perceptions of a school-wide culture of formative assessment,
but a multiple regression indicated that only one strategy type—specifically, engineering
effective classroom . . . learning tasks that elicit evidence of learning—explained a proportion of
variance in the culture measure that was statistically significant.
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Chapter 5
Discussion, Recommendations, Summary and Conclusions
Introduction
This chapter is the culminating chapter of a dissertation on the Teachers’ Role in
Assisting Principals in Improving Student Learning through Formative Assessment. In this
chapter, we present a brief description of formative assessment, describe the purpose of the
study, discuss the findings, and relate those findings to contemporary literature.
The accountability movement ushered in a renewed commitment and focus on school
improvement and redefined the role of principals (Green, 2009). The role of 21st Century
principals has changed, and a new set of expectations is now in place. One of the expectations of
21st Century principals is to assume the role of instructional leadership, placing an emphasis on
teaching and learning (Green, 2010). They are expected to become the chief learning officer of
the school. However, this role has become so complex and demanding that no one individual
can fulfill this role without assistance (Green, 2009). Leithwood and Louis (2012) stated that
principals will need the support of teachers. Thus, support from teachers has become a valuable
asset in the school community. The influence of teachers on student learning is as great or
greater than principal leadership. Consequently, teachers are being encouraged to assist
principals in enhancing the academic achievement of all students in the schoolhouse (Green,
2009). One approach they are using is the presentation of data from formative assessments.
Teachers are presenting principals with data from formative assessments that can be used to
inform instructional improvement. The use of formative assessment data positively impacted
student achievement and caused significant learning gains more than any other educational
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intervention (Black & Wiliam, 1998). In addition, formative assessment helps to centralize
learning as the focus of education in that it is a part of the instructional process (Heritage, 2007).
Review of Methodology
The purpose of the study was to focus on formative assessment with the intent of
determining teachers’ use of five key strategies of formative assessment proposed by Leahy et al.
(2005). Also, the study examined teachers’ acknowledgement of a school-wide culture that
values formative assessment.
Seventy-seven teachers provided complete data with which to answer this study’s
research questions. In terms of their gender, nearly 80% of all respondents identified themselves
as female (77.9%) and the rest male (22.1%). In terms of their years of experience, roughly
equal numbers of teachers indicated their having taught between 1 and 7 years (26%), 8 to 15
years (22.1%), 16 to 20 years (24.7%), and more than 20 years (27.3%). Similarly, as regards
their highest level of educational attainment, about half of the sample had not yet earned a
master’s degree (55.2%), while those remaining had either met or exceeded that educational
benchmark (46.8%). Regarding subject matter expertise, a plurality of the sample pointed to
“language,” with smaller percentages indicating “mathematics” (27.3%) or a variety of “other”
subjects (32.5%). Finally, nearly 60% of the sample indicated their teaching at one of the
elementary grades, ranging from Pre-K to Grade 5 (57.1%), while those remaining pointed to
one or more of the upper grades (42.9%).
The study was guided by five research questions. These research questions were
specifically designed to guide the study in a way that would underscore teachers as proactively
taking the reins in students’ learning to address their needs. Through formative assessment,
teachers, as act of leadership, assisted principals in providing ongoing data for school
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improvement both individually and collectively. An online survey was used to collect data for
this study. There were total of 43 questions on the survey divided into two sections. The first
section contained 38 questions on formative assessment practices. Each question addressed one
of the five formative assessment strategies. These five formative assessment strategies along
with the practices for enacting each strategy were as follow:
1. Clarifying, sharing, and understanding learning intentions and criteria for success
a. not telling the learning intention of lesson at the start of the lesson
b. keeping the learning intention and success criteria for a lesson context free
c. communicating quality by using at least two pieces of anonymous work
d. asking students what they have learned at the end of the lesson
e. using rubrics to discuss quality with their students.
2. Engineering effective discussions, tasks, and activities that elicit evidence of learning
a. using an all-student response system
b. allowing sufficient time for students to think about an answer before selecting a
student to answer
c. give students a way out if not able to answer the question
d. asking a hinge question to help make a decision to move forward
e. allowing students to pose their own questions for other students to answer
f. making “no hands up” a standard classroom policy
g. using statements rather than questions to encourage more thoughtful answers
h. using learning logs, exit cards, or another way of collecting extended responses from
students
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i. before moving on, testing students, reviewing answers, and then teaching problem
areas
3. Providing feedback to move learning forward
a. focusing on student response to teachers’ feedback rather than the feedback itself
b. praising students for effort rather than ability
c. giving students task-involving feedback rather than ego-involving feedback
d. limiting the written feedback and giving students time to respond
e. giving balanced written feedback
f. making feedback into detective work for students
g. using comment-only grading
4. Activating students as learning resources for one another
a. groups of students worked cooperatively at times
b. pairs of students looked at anonymous work to comment on
c. students were allowed to use two stars and a wish to give feedback to each other
d. teachers supported students with sentence starters
e. teachers discussed ground rules of peer feedback with students
f. teachers used a structured protocol to ensure well-paced feedback and response
between pairs of students
g. peers mediated on teacher feedback to students
h. teachers used group goals
i. prioritized individual accountability in peer and group work
5. Activating students as owners of their own learning
a. allowed students to use self-reports
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b. made self-assessment a routine
c. had students use learning portfolios that focus on their progress
d. gave students challenging tasks that were achievable with effort and made it clear that
failure was accepted and expected
e. used a framework to help students see connections
f. used both intrinsic and extrinsic orientations to motivate students
g. used trained students some of the lessons
h. used trained students to videotape parts of the lessons
Questions on the survey were designed to reveal teachers’ use of the previously stated
five key strategies. The second section of the survey contained five questions on teachers’
acknowledgement of school-wide practice of formative assessment. These questions were
designed to reveal if the use of formative assessment was influenced by a culture that favors
formative assessment indicating the importance of teacher collaboration and principal support.
The five research questions were
1. Do teachers employ the five sets of formative assessment strategies outlined by Leahy et
al. (2005) with equal frequency?
2. Is there a statistically significant difference in the frequency with which teachers employ
the aforementioned five sets of formative assessment strategies by such personal
characteristics as their years of experience and their level of formal education?
3. Is there a statistically significant difference in the frequency with which teachers employ
the aforementioned five sets of formative assessment strategies by such professional
characteristics as grade level taught and subject matter taught?
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4. To what extent did teachers acknowledge the presence of a school-wide culture that
values formative assessment for improving learning and increasing institutional
effectiveness?
5. Is there a relationship between teachers’ acknowledgement of such a school-wide culture
and the frequency with which they employ five types of formative assessment?
Discussion of Findings
Research Question 1. Do teachers employ the five sets of formative assessment strategies
outlined by Leahy et al. (2005) with equal frequency? To answer Question 1, frequencies and
percentages were computed for each of the 38 items populating the survey. These computations
were subsequently followed by others based on grouping the items by type of strategy: five items
with respect to Strategy 1: (M = 3.12, SD = 0.59), nine items with respect to Strategy 2: (M
=3.22, SD = 0.47), seven items with respect to Strategy 3: (M =3.18, SD = 0.52), nine items with
respect to Strategy 4: (M =3.01, SD = 0.56), and eight items with respect to Strategy 5: (M =
2.72, SD = 0.56).
Comprehensively, an analysis of the data revealed a response of ”no”. Teachers did not
report using the five sets of formative assessment strategies with equal frequency. Inspection of
the means for each strategy suggests less usage of strategies 4 and 5—both dealing with
“activating students”—relative to strategies 1 through 3. The mean for Strategy 5, which
concerned “activating students as the owners of their own learning,” proved to be significantly
lower than were the means for the other four, while the mean for Strategy 4 proved to be
significantly lower than those obtained for strategies 2 and 3. Within Strategy 2, the one linked to
the largest effect size differences with strategies 4 and 5, the formative assessment practices that
teachers appeared to use most frequently concerning ensuring student had sufficient “time to
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think about an answer to a question,” giving students “a way out if unable to answer,” and first
testing and then re-teaching “the areas that students have problems with before I move on.”
In examining the results of the study, the data revealed that Strategy 2, engineering
effective discussions, tasks, and activities that elicit evidence of learning, was used most
frequently by teachers was not surprising to the researcher. One who has taught in the school
system for several years understands that it is a natural occurrence for effective teachers to elicit
information about student knowledge. There were three techniques that contributed to Strategy 2
being the most frequently used by teachers. They were a) ensuring that students had sufficient
time to think about an answer to a question, b) giving students a way out if unable to answer, and
c) first testing and then re-teaching the areas that students had problems with before moving on.
The researcher believes that teachers must be applauded for these techniques when there is a
degree of pressure to teach certain standards or skills by a certain instructional period. For
example, giving students time to think about an answer, according to research, is a technique
very difficult for teachers to implement, because they are trying to cover standards and move the
lesson forward (Wiliam & Leahy, 2015). However, if used properly, it allows students an
opportunity to think; thus, their responses are more developed and complete and exhibit highorder thinking (Wiliam & Leahy, 2015). It also gives teachers an opportunity to probe into
students’ understanding to make sure they are moving toward the intended goal. Black and
Wiliam (1998) agree that dialoguing with students provides teachers with insight into students’
thinking, so that they can respond and readjust accordingly. Therefore, Heritage’s (2007)
argument of gathering evidence of learning through formative assessment, as a valuable tool that
yields important information about student achievement, supports the results that confirmed the
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most frequent use of Strategy 2 by teachers. It is the most fundamental and pervasive strategy
used by teachers in classrooms around the world (Wiliam & Leahy, 2015).
In contrast to Strategy 2, attention must be drawn to the less frequent use of Strategy 4,
activating students as learning resources for one another and Strategy 5, activating students as
owners of their own learning. These two strategies place students at the center of learning. They
promote peer and self-assessment in working together to encourage student participation. In
Popham’s (2010) definition, it is recognized that assessment-elicited evidence of learning
allowed not only teachers to adjust their teaching but also allowed students to adjust how they
learn in making sure they achieved learning goals. According to the National Council of
Teachers of Mathematics (2007), student involvement in the learning process will considerably
enhance their achievement. For example, peer assessment functions as a prerequisite for
assisting students in the process of self-assessment by motivating students to produce quality
work, strengthen their voice, and develop objectivity (Black & Wiliam, 2004). Self-assessment
allows students to make judgments about their work for improvement as they identify the gap
between where they are and where they need to be (Hearn and McMillan, 2008). They both
would help students to develop a sense of accountability for their learning.
Since strategies 4 and 5 were reported to have been used the least, the researcher does not
question their lack of use in comparison to the other strategies. These two strategies that focus
on students taking a proactive role in the learning process require the assistance of teachers to
properly implement them through various techniques. For example, Wiliam and Leahy (2015)
stated that Strategy 4, which stresses peer collaboration, can generate significant learning gains if
teachers implement it in a manner that emphasizes group goals and individual accountability.
Using group goals and prioritizing individual accountability are techniques that can be used to
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enact Strategy 4. However, many teachers, according to Wiliam and Leahy (2015), struggle to
effectively implement these practices that will enhance student achievement through
collaborative learning. The researcher believes that teacher dominance, which has been
entrenched in the American culture of education, has affected how teachers use and view
formative assessment. Popham (2010) stated that teachers in the United States see formative
assessment as an approach to help them with their teaching practices. Therefore, teachers may
overlook the notion that students can be their most valuable resource in improving learning
(Wiliam & Leahy, 2015). The pressure for students to perform due to accountability has
propelled many teachers to emphasize instruction that ensures mastery of skills and better test
scores. Shepard (2008) agreed that the various reform movements such as NCLB has dominated
the learning environment to focus on increased scores, which has interfered with teacher
innovation and real learning in the classroom. Clark (2008) also agreed that the current policies
and practices relative to testing govern how assessment is used in education, placing more
emphasis on instruction and then testing.
Research Question 2. Is there a statistically significant difference in the frequency with
which teachers employ the aforementioned five sets of formative assessment strategies by such
personal characteristics as their years of experience and their level of formal education?
The data analysis revealed no statistically significant difference in the frequency with
which teachers use the aforementioned five strategies of formative assessment by such personal
characteristics as their years of experience or their level of formal education. For each of four
subgroups by their personal characteristic “years of experience” and two subgroups by their
personal characteristic “level of formal education,” means and standard deviations were
computed for each of the five strategies. The subgroups are parts of a group that categorize that
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group. For example, the four subgroups for years of experience include 1 to 7 years, 8 to 15
years, 16 to 20 years, and more than 20 years. The two subgroups for level of formal education
include below masters or masters and above. These two sets of subgroup means did not point to
any obvious differences. When empirically tested using the MANOVA procedure, the results
summarized did not reveal any differences by subgroup for the set of means obtained either for
years of experience or level of formal education.
Absent finding no significant differences at the multivariate level, neither were univariate
differences observed when individual strategies were compared by the two personal
characteristics. Thus, teachers’ personal characteristics did not point to any obvious differences
on the frequency in which they use the five key strategies. This finding is consistent with a
review of various research conducted by Goldhaber and Anthony (2003). From their research,
they determined that teachers’ years of experience and educational attainment had very little
impact on student achievement. However, through a thorough examination of national teacher
standards, they identified several responsibilities that, if performed by teachers, would likely
increase student achievement. One of the responsibilities included monitoring and managing
student learning, making adjustment to instruction as needed, reflecting on teacher practices, and
keeping students engaged (Goldhaber & Anthony, 2003). Unquestionably, teachers can execute
these duties through the implementation of the five strategies of formative assessment in this
study. They can be used to obtain evidence of student learning, and teachers can use this
evidence to adjust their instruction and students’ learning tactics (Popham, 2010).
Although all five strategies have merit, a discussion of the importance of strategies 1 and
2 appear warranted. Strategy 1, clarifying, sharing, and understanding learning intentions and
criteria for success, and Strategy 2, engineering, effective discussion, tasks, and activities to
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elicit evidence of learning, are two important strategies that must occur in sequence. Wiliam and
Leahy (2015) stated that, in order to gather proof of what students are learning, information
about what students are to learn must be shared. Strategy 1 leads the path for the other strategies
to follow, and it involves the key players: teachers, learners, and peers. (Wiliam & Leahy,
2015). Learning intentions communicates to students the learning expectations, and success
criteria explain the standards teachers use to assess whether the learning activities for students
were productive (Wiliam & Leahy, 2015). It encourages student involvement, which in turn
enables teachers and students to know where they need to be and how to get to the next step
(Phelps, 2010).
The implementation of Strategy 2 takes place after teachers, learners, and peers are able
to clearly communicate and understand the learning targets (Wiliam, 2011). Teachers’ main role
in executing this strategy is to obtain information about students’ knowledge during the learning
process (Heritage & Heritage, 2013). The tasks, activities, and discussion have to be supported
by the learning goals along with opportunities for students to express what they are learning and
how their learning is progressing (Black & Wiliam, 1998). For example, if teachers want to
check whether students understood a particular lesson, they can use exit cards (a technique for
eliciting evidence of learning) for students to record their responses from questions teachers
pose. This activity allows for student engagement along with giving teachers an opportunity to
make adjustment in instruction if necessary. In addition, Black and Wiliam (1998) stated that
dialoguing through discussion, activities, and questioning enables teachers to probe students’
thinking so they can respond and readjust accordingly. This strategy also enables teachers to
reflect on their teaching practices by carefully observing the relationship between their role in
delivering instruction and whether their students learn (Wiliam & Leahy, 2015).
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Research Question 3. Is there a statistically significant difference in the frequency with
which teachers employ the aforementioned five sets of formative assessment strategies by such
professional characteristics as grade level and subject matter taught?
The data analysis revealed no statistically significant difference in the frequency with
which teachers use the aforementioned five sets of formative assessment strategies by such
professional characteristics as grade level or subject matter taught. For each of two subgroups by
the professional characteristic “grade level taught” and three subgroups by the professional
characteristic “subject matter taught,” means and standard deviations were computed for each of
the five strategies. Upon inspection, two sets of subgroup means did not point to any obvious
differences. When empirically tested using the MANOVA procedure, the results summarized did
not reveal any differences by subgroup for the set of means obtained either for grade level or
subject matter taught. Absent findings of significant differences at the multivariate level, no
univariate differences were observed when individual strategies were compared by the two
professional characteristics.
The results of the study that revealed no obvious differences in the frequency of the
strategies based on grade level and subject matter taught can be supported by Black and
Wiliam’s (1998) research on formative assessment. Their comprehensive review of several
studies on teachers’ use of formative assessment in the classrooms showed significant learning
gains from students ranging from kindergartners to college in all subject areas. Furthermore, the
five key strategies of formative assessment are nonnegotiable and should always be viewed as
important mechanisms in which improved learning is likely to occur (Leahy et al., 2005; Wiliam
& Leahy, 2015). However, Wiliam and Leahy (2015) stated that considerations should be given
to the techniques teachers use to enact the five strategies. All techniques may not work for every
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grade level, subject area, or for every student. Teachers should have liberty to choose the
techniques with careful thought in enacting the five key strategies (Wiliam & Leahy, 2015).
Although the five strategies were not employed by teachers with the same frequency, it
does not diminish their individual and collective purpose for promoting student learning. For
example, Strategy 5 which was used less frequently than the other four strategies, was deemed as
the most important strategy by Wiliam and Leahy (2015). Strategy 5, activating students as
owners of their own learning, fosters the development of independent learners through selfassessment, the process whereby students closely monitor and assess their thinking and behavior
during learning and identify the strategies that will help them increase their knowledge and
understanding (Hearn & McMillan, 2008). Teachers can support and assist students by helping
them make decisions that will lead to their independence in regulating their learning (Harris,
2007). This is consistent with the purpose of Strategy 5, which is designed to activate students as
owners of their own learning.
Even though all four strategies lead to Strategy 5, Strategy 3, providing feedback that
moves learning forward, emphasizes the teachers’ role in providing students information about
their progress that will guide them through the learning process (Heritage, 2007). In observing
the aforementioned statement, the researcher considered Strategy 3 as a useful tool for
empowering students to self-monitor their learning through effective feedback. Providing
feedback connects clear learning targets, evidence of student learning, and students taking
ownership of learning (Chan et al., 2014). As students attempt to learn a particular skill, Black
and Wiliam (1998) noted that students need feedback that identifies the desired goal, informs
them of their current status, and provides knowledge of how to close the gap. The gap represents
the difference between the intended goal and current learning (Ramaprasad, 1983). It allows
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students to understand that their current knowledge is different from the learning goal and that
the information provided will instruct them on how to increase their learning (Heritage, 2007).
Therefore, the feedback given by teachers must alter the gap and assist in the development of
self-assessment (Ramaprasad, 1983; Neuman & Roskos, 2012).
Research Question 4. To what extent did teachers acknowledge the presence of a
school-wide culture that values formative assessment for improving learning and increasing
institutional effectiveness?
Indicating a tendency for the practices cited to often occur on average (M = 3.89, SD =
0.89), teachers generally responded positively to the five items constituting a measure of “a
school-wide culture that values formative assessment.” Over 80% of the respondents felt that
their school leaders either “most of” or “all of the time” actively supported the use of formative
assessment strategies to improve student learning in teachers’ classrooms (80.5%), while over
70% felt that their school leaders either “most of” or “all of the time” actively supported teacher
collaboration on formative assessments” across grades and classrooms (71.4%) and embraced the
use of “data derived from classroom-based and team-developed formative assessments” in
school improvement planning (73.7%). Interestingly, the item drawing the least-positive
response concerned teacher collaboration in the common preparation and use of formative
assessments across classrooms and/or for different subject matters (54.5%).
This researcher was encouraged by the results that revealed a positive response from
teachers concerning principals’ support in using formative assessment for school improvement.
A number of research studies revealed that, in order for teachers to assist principals in improving
learning through formative assessment, this practice must be promoted within the schools,
especially by school leaders (Popham, 2010; Wiliam & Leahy, 2015). Principals must be

110

advocates for transforming formative assessment from theory into practice if it is to be realized
within the schools (Clark, 2012). However, in this study, the data revealed that teachers did not
work frequently as a team to create tests to be used formatively in assessing students across
classrooms and subject areas. This finding leads to the question of whether principals fully know
how to support teacher collaboration as a means for using formative assessment. One way in
developing a climate for collaboration is through establishing professional learning communities
(DuFour, 2004). Popham (2010) stated that the use of formative assessment should be a practice
implemented school wide or district wide, and its implementation should be encouraged through
professional learning communities. These communities provide continual learning for teachers
and offer ways to enhance their teaching skills, as well as promote a collaborative climate
wherein teachers feel comfortable working with each other and providing instructional support
(Hargreaves, 2013). This type of climate can foster interdependence among teachers and
directly influence the teaching and learning process. MacNeil, Prater and Busch (2009)
discovered through research that climate and culture have a connection to each other, because
climate is a manifestation of a culture. Green (2010) stated that principals are not only assigned
the tasks of placing greater emphasis on teaching and learning but also establishing and
supporting a collaborative school culture. In considering Green’s statement, this researcher takes
into consideration two key words, establishing and supporting. These words must be noted as
the means for principals to implement practical ways of promoting a collaborative school culture
and maintaining that culture. Green (2010) researched and found that a culture propels actions
and behavior of people as they work and operate in an organized setting. It contributes to how
relationships are formed, policies and procedures are instituted, programs developed, and the
degree of trust that is present among individuals (Green, 2010).
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In the case of professional learning communities, this researcher believes that principals
must promote a culture wherein teachers feel empowered to lead. They exhibit communal
leadership that fosters teamwork with a shared purpose, linking activities of collaboration,
collective learning, and continuous improvement (Carpenter, 2014). Thus, the practice of
formative assessment would have the potential to thrive because everyone would contribute and
invest the time to do the work. Also, principals should adopt a collaborative role in allowing
teachers to present ideas for work and to influence the direction of the learning community
(Spencer, 2016). Teacher leaders could coach and facilitate teamwork, share ideas, and ask
questions that promote a deep level of learning (DuFour, 2004; Murphy, 2005). Engagement
among teachers and their participation in learning activities support continuous improvement for
student achievement (Balyer et al., 2015; Nelson et al., 2010). Additionally, teachers will have
an opportunity to bring their classroom experiences to the communities for assistance and advice
with classroom instruction (Spencer, 2016). More importantly, these communities will be the
means by which teachers can create tests to be used formatively and become more
knowledgeable in implementing formative assessment in their classrooms (Popham, 2010).
Research Question 5. Is there a relationship between teachers’ acknowledgement of
such a school-wide culture and the frequency with which they employ five types of formative
assessment?
Statistically significant correlations were observed between school-wide culture of
formative assessment and the five formative assessment strategies. The strongest correlation
existed between school-wide culture and strategy two, engineering effective classroom learning
tasks that elicit evidence of learning. The rank of the five strategies, according to the strength of
the relationship include: 1) strategy 2 with correlation coefficient of .51, 2) strategy 4 with
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correlation coefficient of .46, 3) strategy 5 with correlation coefficient of .38, 4) strategy 3 with
correlation coefficient of .35, and 5) strategy 1 with correlation coefficient of .25.
Teachers acknowledged that a school-wide culture is of value when using formative
assessment as a means of improving student learning. Teachers indicated that principals were
proponents of using formative assessment in the classrooms and as a team that would generate
data for school improvement planning. As mentioned in the response for question 4, principals
promoting a culture that is conducive to teaching and learning have an impact on teachers and
students. MacNeil et al., (2009) agreed that many principals feel that strengthening teacher
morale and increasing student achievement are likely to occur through a culture that supports a
positive learning environment.
Based on the results, there were statistically significance observed on school-wide
culture that promote formative assessment. Teachers believe that principals supported its practice
in the schools and that it can be seen through five key strategies proposed by Leahy et al. (2005).
Strategy one, which is clarifying, sharing, and understanding the learning intentions and success
criteria, is expected that all key players know the intended goals and the criteria that will
successfully lead to the completion of the learning goals (Wiliam & Leahy, 2015). Strategy 2,
eliciting evidence of learning, and strategy three, providing feedback to move learning forward,
emphasizes the teachers’ role in gauging student learning so appropriate feedback can be given
(Wiliam & Leahy, 2015). Strategy 4, activating students as learning resources for one another,
and strategy 5, activating students as owners of their learning, place students at the center of
learning. They both emphasized student involvement; in that, strategy four highlights the use of
peer assessment in supporting student learning and strategy 5 emphasizes the development of
independent learners through the process of self-assessment (Wiliam & Leahy, 2015).
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Positive correlations were revealed indicating teachers’ acknowledgement of a schoolwide culture that values formative assessment was associated with teachers’ use of the five
strategies of formative assessment in the classroom. However, strategy 1, clarifying and sharing
learning intentions and criteria for success, indicated a weak relationship because it fell below r
= .30. In examining the techniques that enact strategy one, one technique, I know what the
learning intention of the lesson is although I do not tell the students at the start of the lesson, was
observed by the researcher. The researcher believed, in evaluating teachers’ response to this
technique, that it contradicted with the purpose of strategy one. According to Wiliam and Leahy
(2015), teachers, learners, and peers are to know the learning intentions that leads the path for the
other four strategies to follow especially since students are to also share in the responsibility of
their learning. It is the strategy that is guided by the instructional process, where the learner is
going (Wiliam & Leahy, 2015). Therefore, it would be reasonable to believe why 54% of
teachers responded not at all/rarely to employing this technique to enact strategy 1.
In contrast, the data revealed that the other four strategies were robust. In comparison to
strategy one, the researcher believed that all techniques used to enact strategy 2, 3, 4, and 5
supported their purpose. Strategy 2, engineering effective discussions, tasks, and activities that
elicit evidence of learning, yielded the strongest relationship. Also, when all strategy means
were regressed on the culture outcome, only strategy 2 contributed significantly to explaining
variation in the school-wide culture outcome. In other words, teachers’ use of strategy two was
the only strategy that had a significant influence on their acknowledgement of a school-wide
culture that values formative assessment, which was positive. One can infer supported by
Wiliam and Leahy (2015) statement that included teachers’ eliciting evidence of student learning
through questioning and activities is an expected practice around the world and that it is a
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practice supported by principals. Although the mean that comprised teacher responses to the five
items constituting a measure of school-wide culture that values formative assessment was
positive, one item spoke directly to principals’ support of the strategies in the classroom. The
item identified was principals either most of all or all the time actively supported the use of
formative assessment strategies to improve student learning in classrooms. It generated a
response of over 80% from teachers. Leithwood and Louis (2012) agreed that principals’
support of teachers was a valuable asset in the school community, thus rating the influence of
teachers’ classroom instruction on student learning as great or greater than principal leadership.
Therefore, teachers were likely to accept the responsibility of student learning and often felt the
impact of this responsibility from school administrators due to accountability. The
accountability movement wanted states and schools to increase their responsibility for students’
achievement levels and to work toward closing the achievement gap among high and low
performing students (Brown & Hunter, 2006). In view of strategy 2, as the only strategy that
influence teachers’ acknowledgement of a positive formative assessment culture, this researcher
believes that this outcome is possibly a response to the accountability impacting our schools. As
discussed in question 1, current policies and practices, as a result of accountability, influence the
structure of classrooms to focus on teaching and then testing (Chappuis & Stiggins, 2002).
Wiliam and Leahy (2015) even suggested that many classrooms are structured where teachers do
most of the intellectual heavy lifting while students adopt a passive role during learning (Wiliam
& Leahy, 2015, p. 63). However, the techniques that was identified as mostly used for enacting
strategy 2 are worth mentioning since teachers are incorporating laudable ways to help increase
learning. They were a) ensuring student had sufficient time to think about an answer to a
question, b) giving students a way out if unable to answer, and c) first testing and then re-
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teaching the areas that students have problems with before moving on. Thomas and Green
(2015) stated that teachers are willing to take methodical steps to address the needs of all
students, which include examining the situation, recognizing the problem, and providing a
solution.
Recommendations for Further Study
Seventy-seven teachers participated in this study. The results revealed that they did not
use the five strategies of formative assessment with equal frequency, nor did their personal and
professional characteristics affected the frequency in which they use these strategies. Teachers
acknowledged a positive formative assessment culture, and there were positive correlations
between their acknowledgement of this culture and their frequent use of strategies in the
classrooms. Strategy two, engineering discussions, tasks, and activities that will elicit evidence
of student learning, yielded the strongest relationship. Also, strategy two was the only strategy
that significantly influenced teachers’ acknowledgement of a school-wide culture that values
formative assessment. Although the findings of this study provided information about teachers’
use of formative assessment through five strategies and whether their schools adopted a
formative assessment culture that influence their practice, further research is recommended.
Future research on the subject could consist of a qualitative study that use focus groups as
a method of following-up on teachers’ responses presented in this study. This type of research
would discover attitudes, thoughts, and feelings about teachers’ use of formative assessment in
the classroom and as a team. The interviews conducted through focus groups could cover an
array of questions on how teachers perceived that principals support their use of formative
assessment. Additionally, future research with an increased sample size of teachers in
elementary, middle, and high school would likely give a better representation of findings
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regarding the use of formative assessment. Finally, future research could examine the
perceptions of principals concerning the use of formative assessment. Then, a comparative
analysis study that compared the perception of principals and teachers would add to the literature
on how teachers could assist principals as they seek to become effective instructional leaders.
Summary and Conclusions
The study presented formative assessment as a method for teachers to capitalize on
student learning in assisting principals achieve school improvement. Although formative
assessment has been around for decades, it did not become a part of the mainstream of education
until Black and Wiliam conducted their groundbreaking research in 1998. Formative assessment
is the process of gathering evidence of student learning to adjust instruction if necessary and for
students to adjust their learning tactics (Popham, 2010). Leahy et al. (2005) developed five
broad strategies, through research, that can be used to embed the practice of formative
assessment in the classroom. They are:
1. Clarifying and sharing learning intentions and success criteria
2. Engineering effective discussions, tasks, and activities to elicit evidence of learning
3. Providing feedback to move learning forward
4. Activating students as learning resources for one another
5. Activating students as owners of their learning. (Leahy et al., 2005).
All five strategies are enacted using various techniques. In addition, assessments created
by teachers collectively to be employed in classrooms across grade levels and subject areas are
useful for student learning. Their use of formative assessment in the classroom and as a team
can be supported by professional learning communities. These communities are organized
settings where teachers collaborate and share ideas and knowledge that can be used to assist
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teachers in maximizing the learning of their students. Certainly, principals’ support of these
communities is necessary for them to succeed.
This researcher examined teachers’ use of formative assessment in the classrooms and as
a team and how their acknowledgement of a formative assessment culture in the school impacted
the use of this practice in promoting school improvement. The conclusions that were drawn
from this study include the following:
•

All strategies when effectively used can enhance instruction.

•

Principals can be assisted with their instructional leadership by teachers who effectively
use formative assessment strategies.

•

Principals can assist teacher implementation of formative assessment strategies by
creating a positive school-wide culture.

•

The personal or professional characteristics of teachers do not effective the frequencies
with which they use the formative assessment strategies.

•

Positive school-wide culture makes a difference in teachers’ use of the strategies.

•

Principals have to develop a culture that influence teachers to engage in formative
assessment.

•

When principals do not establish a positive school culture, teachers are less likely to
collaboratively engage in formative assessment.
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